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Summary: " She doesn't even go to Hawkins high and yet everyone 
wants to know who she is. They wanna know the chick with the 
topknot who picks up Mad-Max every other day, who sits on the back 
of a Camero writing in a notebook . . and who just so happens to be 
Hargrove's older sister. " 


1. Mad-Max 


A/N: hi all and welcome to my stranger things story! 


just a little disclaimer that i own nothing but rowen. all rights go to the 
creative geniuses that are the duffer brothers. please note that this story 
will include mentions of verbal abuse and physical abuse, and while i 
won't dwell on it heavily, it will be there. so proceed with caution. neil 
hargrove is a r*t but i want to portray him accurately. canon-typical 
language warning as well. 


if you have the time, please leave a review! 


"Max! hurry up or you're skating to school!" 


She'd been reaching for the doorknob when her brother yelled out 
from the porch, nearly slamming into her. His sudden action made 
her heart jump and her feet nearly trip over the rug underneath 
them. "Jesus, Billy— have you ever heard of watching where you're 
going?" 


He paid no mind to her response. "The little shit is gonna make us 
late." 


"Late for what? You've never wanted to get to school on time in your 
life." 


"That's not the point." 
"What is the point?" 


At first, he didn't say a word. Billy walked back onto the porch and 
down the steps, leaving her to roll her eyes in annoyance as he had 
done when she asked her question. Once he reached his car, and she 
followed him outside, a very audible, exaggerated sigh left his mouth. 
"The point is, Rowen, I wanna get out of here as soon as possible." 


She let out an intentionally loud hum. "Ya don't say," her sarcasm 
only made him more annoyed than he already was. 


"Max! C'mon!" 


Rowen glanced back into the empty living room of their house, 
hearing a pair of feet shuffle that could only belong to their 
stepsister. She huffed, turning her gaze back over to her brother. 
"Sarcasm aside, I get it. This place is a growing nightmare." 


Billy scoffed. "You barely leave the house." 

"Doesn't mean I don't get it, because I do." 

He was unconvinced. "Oh you do, do you?" 

"No, I don't. I'm just trying to make conversation." 

"What are you? Ms. Smart-Ass this morning or something?" 
She scowled, unamused, "Seriously?" 


Billy never said a word to interrupt. His silent glare only pushed at 
her nerves. She grumbled, brushing a stray strand of hair away from 
her face. "Actually I need to be Ms. 'Ride with you guys and borrow 


ro 


your car because I have a job interview at nine-thirty'. 
"Why can't you just take dad's shitty car?" 

"Because his mood is even shittier right now." 

He didn't even try to hide the eye roll he gave her. 


Rowen smirked. "What? Afraid you'll lose cool points when people 
see your big sister take your car?" 


"What are you guys talking about?" A smaller, slightly bored voice 
made itself known. Max appeared to her right with that same beaten 
up skateboard in hand and a small book bag slung over her shoulder. 


"About damn time," Billy muttered, ignoring her question as he slid 
into the driver's seat. 


"C'mon," Rowen lightly shoved at the redhead's shoulder. "If we keep 
him waiting any longer his head might explode." 


"We? Why are you coming?" 


"I have an interview later. Since I'm not going to college I gotta get a 
job. Ya know, adult stuff." 


Max smiled, giving her stepsister's outfit a quick overlook. "I don't 
know how you're gonna get hired dressed like that." 


"Dressed like someone who has style?" 
"Dressed like a college kid." 
"Technically I am one." 


"Yeah, but don't grown-ups usually dress up in those matching suits 
or long grey skirts and stuff?" 


"You mean the dull people? Hell no- I am not dressing like that." 
Rowen grimaced, letting her climb into the backseat before taking the 
passenger seat, pulling the door shut. "I'd rather choke than turn into 
one of those monotone freaks." 


"Jesus Ro, it's not a disease." Billy threw an incredulous look his 
sister's way before whipping the car out of their driveway, taking off 
way too fast for the size of their neighborhood's streets. It wasn't like 
he cared, though. Nothing kept him from an opportunity to show off, 
especially when it came to his car. 


"Oh, but it is," she argued, reaching into the glove box in front of her 
for a cassette tape. She and her brother always had a similar taste for 
music, which was why a smirk appeared on her face once she found 
one with the name 'Scorpions' on the front. Rowen caught him 
putting a handful of tapes in his car earlier that morning, tapes which 
she now realized were all of loud volumes. Someone wants to make an 
entrance. She figured that would be the case today. It was her siblings' 
first day of school after all; their grand introduction to the town of 
Hawkins, Indiana. Rowen was more or less someone who preferred to 
keep to herself nowadays . . . but that didn't mean she hated the 
attention now and again. Besides, with a brother who's ego was three 
times larger than what was considered normal and the fact that this 
place was officially their new home, no way were they gonna slide in 


like a couple of shy outsiders. As far as the three of them were aware, 
they were stuck in Hawkins. 


So why not make a lasting first impression? Their dad made it seem 
like they would be living in there indefinitely anyway. 


For Rowen, ‘indefinitely’ would be until she got a job and became 
able to rent out an apartment (wherever she decided that would be). 
For Billy, it was almost the same. He was only a year behind her, 
transferring to Hawkins High as a senior. 


Honestly, the possibility of that amount of time being short wasn't 
promising, and while they hoped it be otherwise, nothing seemed to 
lighten their moods. Contrary to Rowen's glossy eyes, when their dad 
announced they would be moving away from California, Billy made it 
clear that he didn't want to leave in a very loud, very angry tone. It 
didn't do anything to change Neil's mind, of course. He wasn't one to 
let people tell him what he could and couldn't do . . . especially his 
kids. 


Before that moment, it was as if they couldn't hate him any more 
than they already did. Now, however, Rowen discovered they could. 
Nothing in this dull, suburban town looked promising. During the 
drive up she hoped she'd find success in their new home, even if it 
was just a little. But now that they were there, it looked like she 
wouldn't even get that. Moving to Hawkins almost felt like a 
punishment, like their dad wanted her to feel stuck. 


Billy didn't care what his future career was, he just wanted to get out. 
Rowen, however, depended on it. She wanted- no, needed to get a job 
that would promise her something. Something that would make their 
dad choke on his words whenever she'd leave. Right now, she was 
only looking for something that would give her income; enough 
money to where she could take care of herself. But over the next 
months, as she worked at whatever job she could get, she would 
make it her goal to find someone who would publish her stories. 


Saying Rowen was a writer was an understatement. Hell, she couldn't 
remember a time when a notebook wasn't practically attached to her 
hand. It was always one of her loves, being able to write about 
another world, make her own stories and escape for a while. She'd 


been doing it for so long that she had a collection of filled in 
notebooks in the corner of her room. 


Back in California, her friends would always fawn over her writing, 
saying she wrote like Stephen King or Frederick Forsyth. Rowen 
always had a knack for thrillers and mysteries, considering those 
were her favorite genres. She was obsessed with detective novels and 
pretty much anything that had suspense. But only a few could see 
those true colors of hers. 


She had a small group of friends who she trusted with anything and 
everything, including her book obsession, but whenever she was 
around others, she would tuck it away. It's not like she wanted to (ok 
. . maybe she did a little), but the kind of people she and her brother 
hung around were either-or. You were either a popular kid or an art 
nerd, there was no in-between. Unlike Billy, she didn't care all that 
much. The friends she had didn't care either, which was why it was 
all the more difficult to leave when she was forced to pack up and 
say goodbye. 


Rowen already graduated when they moved, but she didn't turn 
eighteen until after they left the west coast, which meant she couldn't 
live on her own like she wanted to. By the time her birthday did roll 
around, they were already done unpacking boxes, so her only option 
was to stay with her dad. In truth, she hated that more than she 
hated leaving home. Hearing his comments and unwanted lectures 
about how she'd never make it, that she should've gone to college . . 
or at least find something else more practical to pursue. She wanted 
to believe that what he said was just his opinion, but she had already 
been rejected by publishers three times and humiliated by one. After 
experiencing that, she knew his words weren't entirely his own 
personal opinion and she hated it. She hated that he was somehow 
right . . . and it made her think that the short amount of time she 
planned to spend in Hawkins wouldn't be so short. 


ii: 
"You think I should start from scratch?" 


"No! I, no— I mean. . ." Nancy hesitated to finish her sentence. 
Frankly, she didn't know what to tell him. "When's the deadline?" 


"It's tomorrow for early application. Can you come help me tonight?" 
She shook her head. "No, we have our dinner tonight, remember?" 


Steve felt ready to bang his forehead against the steering wheel, but 
he settled for dramatically plopping back into the driver's seat of his 
car. "Oh my god." He muttered out a complaint, sticking his tongue 
out in disgust. That pointless dinner kept escaping his mind over and 
over and now it only made him more frustrated. 


"Look you don't have to go just . . just work—" 


He sighed. "No," The paper was yanked from Nancy's hand and 
crumpled up between his fingers, "what's the point." 


She looked over to him, mouth ajar. "Hey, calm down." 


"I am calm— I'm just being honest. I mean I'm just gonna end up 
working for my dad anyway." 


"That's not true." 


"I don't know Nance, is that such a bad thing?" Steve turned his gaze 
over to her, genuinely wanting to know the answer. Was settling for 
something simple and easy so bad? It sounded better than working 
his ass off to get into a college that he wasn't so sure about. "It has 
insurance and benefits and all that adult stuff . . . and if I took it I 
could be around for your senior year. Just look after you for a little 
bit— make sure you don't forget this pretty face and stuff. ." 


By the end of his rambling, he had her grinning. "Nance, I'm serious." 
And he was. Steve leaned in to kiss her, lightly as they always did 
when they were at school, or anywhere where there were other 
people. If it was just him talking, he'd say he didn't care who looked 
when he wanted to kiss his girlfriend, but Nancy thought otherwise. 
Therefore the PDA was kept to pecks on the lips and anything that 
wouldn't lead to full-on making out. Right now was one of the times 
he questioned that (as if he didn't question it all the time). He 
could've stared at her all day if he could (and he meant it literally, 
like full-fledged staring). It was something he, for a split second, 
actually considered doing . . . but a sudden noise dragged his 


attention away before he could say anything that'd make Nancy grin 
again. 


Someone was revving their car engine as openly and loudly as they 
felt like (and as loud as he had ever heard, probably). Being 
something of a car fanatic, it piqued his curiosity. Nancy looked 
equally as curious to find out where it came from, although they 
weren't left clueless for long. A deep blue Camaro quickly swung into 
the parking lot, shamelessly taking up two spots without even trying 
to stay in the lines. Whoever was inside was blasting their music 
without a care, but it seemed intentional. If the fact that the key was 
never taken out of the ignition once they stopped wasn't a clue 
already, the swing of the car doors was. 


While he never had a car that nice, Steve used to do stunts similar to 
it in the year prior. He knew what showing off looked like, and if the 
guy that stepped out of the vehicle was doing what he thought he 
was doing, he wasn't trying to hide it. Unless he had a blackout 
moment after some party, he knew he'd definitely never seen Mr. 
Camaro before. The blonde mullet, the all denim look . . . yeah, he 
definitely wasn't from Hawkins. Steve's little moment of curiosity was 
quickly squished once he noticed that the license plate on the back of 
the car read California, effectively answering the question in the back 
of his mind and destroying his detective moment. Everyone in 
Hawkins looked relatively the same and this guy stood out like a sore 
thumb— a curly-haired thumb —so it was already obvious to him that 
the guy was new. He didn't need the shiny little license plate that 
dubbed him as a Californian for Steve to figure that out. 


Eventually, a girl followed suit and stepped out of the passenger seat 
. . . Wait no, two. There're two girls, he thought. Another, younger girl 
with bright red hair practically climbed out from the back, plopping a 
skateboard onto the ground before riding away from them, towards 
the middle school. "See ya speedster!" The older girl called out before 
she could skate too far away to hear, which made his attention go 
back to the car. The girl that said goodbye— to her little sister, he 
assumed —had a similar hair color to the guy, although it was a bit 
darker and wasn't curly like his, but wavy. Steve squinted as the sun 
peaked out from the clouds, having to put a hand above his eyes so 
he could see. She looked like she could be his age, although she 


didn't have anything with her that told him she was a new student. In 
fact, after she turned her gaze away from her sister, she immediately 
walked around the car to the driver's seat where her brother? had 
been. 


The last thing Steve expected was for her to glance over in their 
direction and yet he found it happening anyway. For a split second, 
she caught his gaze. Shit look away don't look like a creep. That'll make 
her think all guys in Hawkins are weirdos, he thought. He was mentally 
scrambling to find something else to stare at. Nancy— look at Nancy, 
dipshit. Look at . . . the back of her head, wow, okay. Turns out Nancy 
had also been staring at the new arrivals and now he was forced to 
look awkwardly at the back of her curly hair. 


By the time Steve's gaze fell back on the newbies, the girl was 
climbing into the driver's seat, although before she could pull away, 
Mr. Camaro leaned his hand on the edge of the window. "Three 
o'clock, got it?" 


"I know, I heard you the first time." 
"Seriously Rowen— don't mess up my car, I swear to God—" 


Now she had her head peeking out from the car. "Hey, Hotshot. Turn 
it down a few notches." She paused, smiling after taking notice of the 
scowl on her brother's face, "I won't mess up your car, I promise." 


What she said seemed to have convinced him, because once she 
disappeared back into the car he began to walk away, throwing a 
cigarette to the ground. Steve had no doubt in his mind that they 
were siblings after watching that exchange. The fact that they looked 
alike was already a giveaway but their conversation confirmed it for 
him. If he was wrong, then may I be flattened by that bright blue 
Camaro. 


Once the car pulled out of the parking lot, Nancy huffed, looking 
over to him with a smirk. "That was interesting." 


He nodded, listening to the car door shut on her side. "Yeah," He 
shook himself from the daze he'd been caught in. "very." 


iii: 
Ok, breathe. In and out. C'mon Rowen. 


She felt her hands begin to shake again as she reached for the front 
door of Hawkins Post, walking out of the very place that left her 
nerves wrecked. After hearing mixed opinions about the treatment of 
their employees, it became the last place she wanted to go .. 
although that was exactly why Rowen made herself go. She probably 
should've expected it, given when they reached out to her for an 
interview, the guy sounded passive; like he didn't care much for it. 
But for the same reason she made herself go, she made herself accept 
the interview. Much to her displeasure, it didn't go as well as she 
hoped. Given her choice of clothes she figured the employees, along 
with the guy who was interviewing her, were judging her already... 
but it was over now. She could breathe properly again. I'm definitely 
not getting that job, she thought. Hell— I don't even want it. Those guys 
were degrading as shit. Rowen immediately made note of the 
comments and snickers she could hear from the smaller offices when 
she was inside. She knew she was better off trying to find work 
somewhere else, but the thought of what her dad would say when he 
found out lingered in the back of her mind. She didn't want more of 
his scolding, not now . . not ever again, really. 


It would be better than accepting a degrading job, though. If what 
she just endured was what happened on a regular, no way was she 
taking the position. 


When Billy was driving them down to the high school Rowen made a 
mental note of the video store she spotted on the way. The Post had 
been her only destination before she stepped out that door, but after 
the failure of an interview she just experienced? She figured 
attempting for something else wouldn't hurt. She wasn't one to shy 
away from a good film; in fact, she was quite the movie buff so 
looking to see if they were hiring seemed like a perfect fit. Only... 
she couldn't remember where the place was. 


Rowen let out a long, aggravated sigh. She didn't want to drag her 
brother's car all across town and waste gas just to find a store that 
may or may not be hiring. She ran a hand down her face, free of 
makeup and probably a reason as to why so many adults in that 


office looked at her funny. 


That was when she saw it. There was an SUV three cars down, 
Hawkins Police Department displayed on the side. She wasn't sure how 
well this guy (or woman) would know the town, but she was positive 
they knew it better than her. So, Rowen made her way over. When 
she came face to face with the passenger window she could see an 
older man inside, one clad in a sheriff uniform with a radio 
microphone in hand and a mustache that nearly covered his mouth. 
He looked to be distracted (considering he didn't take notice of her 
when she approached the car). Her light tap at the window didn't 
even catch his attention, or at least not until she tapped a second 
time. He suddenly jolted, making her jerk her hand back. It wasn't 
until after she waved that he realized the sound didn't come from a 
psychopath (or whatever he might've been scared of). 


His window rolled down. "Yeah?" 


"Uh, hi. Sorry if I was interrupting," she paused, pointing at his radio, 
"whatever it was you were drawn into, but uh . . I just moved here 
and I'm kinda lost. Do you know where the video store is? I don't 
remember the name of it but I saw all these movie posters and stuff 
in the windows so I guess that's what it is." 


The guy lifted his chin. "You mean Family Video? Yeah, it's right next 
to the arcade," he paused, shifting in his seat before pointing to her 
right, "You go down this street we're facing, right? Go all the way 
down then take a left at the first light, drive for a bit, then you'll see 
a big orange and green sign with the store name on it to your right." 


Rowen followed the imaginary path he mapped out, looking down 
the street until she spotted a tiny red dot which she assumed was the 
stoplight he mentioned. "Ok, that's not far," she nodded, turning her 
gaze back to him. "Thanks, uh- ..." 


He caught on to her pause. "Hopper. Jim. Chief of police." 
"Hargrove. Rowen. Native Californian," she smiled. "Thanks." 


If he was going to say anything else, she didn't give him enough time 
to before she walked off. She wanted to get her job hunting out of the 


way so she could have some time to explore. Granted, she just asked 
the chief of police for directions to a video store because she was 
afraid she'd get lost and the way home still wasn't ingrained into her 
head (nevermind the path to Hawkins High), yet . . for some reason 
she felt like getting lost on the backroads of the town. It was a good 
way to get inspiration for stories. A stupid way. You have no idea 
where you're going. she thought. She figured that trying to get home 
instead of getting herself lost was a better idea. Besides, if she did get 
lost and ended up being in the middle of nowhere past three o'clock . 
. She'd be getting an earful from her brother. 


2. Who Ya Gonna Call? 


A/N: all chapters are in the process of being re-worked, including this one. 
it won't affect the rest of the story or change anything already here. i just 
know i can make these chapters better. 


They'd been arguing about it all day. Ever since a new girl with red 
hair showed up that morning, Dustin was practically convinced she 
was the mysterious 'Mad-Max' who beat him in Dig-Dug at the 
arcade. Lucas was just as convinced for some reason, but neither of 
them had any facts to prove it. Mike wasn't about to believe that a 
girl got that many points on a video-game. It couldn't happen. Given 
the annoyingly eager faces of his two friends, he just wanted to drop 
the subject altogether, although that couldn't happen either. After 
class, he found himself standing on the opposite side of the grounds 
with his friends, watching Max ride her skateboard. 


"There's no way that's Mad-Max." He argued. 
"Yeah," Will agreed. "Girls don't play video-games." 


"And even if they did you can't get seven hundred and fifty thousand 
points on Dig-Dug. It's impossible." 


"But her name is Max." 
"So what?" 


"So, how many Max's do you know?" Lucas questioned, leaving him 
to shrug his shoulders. "Zero. That's how many." 


Now it was Dustin's turn to add to their annoying pile of reasons. 
"She shows up at school the day after someone with her same name 
breaks our top score? I mean . . are you kidding me?" 


"Exactly!" Lucas exclaimed. "So she's gotta be Mad-Max. She's gotta 
be." 


"And plus she skateboards," Dustin grinned, "so she's pretty 
awesome." 


Mike rolled his eyes. He was ready to abandon them altogether. 
"Awesome?! You haven't even spoken a word to her." 


"Hey, I don't have to— I mean look at her." The four of them turned 
their heads in unison, met with an empty lot. "Shit. I've lost the 
target." 


"Wait, there." To Dustin's relief, Will spotted Max to their left before 
she could go back inside. They just barely caught the sight of her 
before she could climb the stairs, although before she grabbed for the 
door handle, she tossed a crumbled up piece of paper in the bin. It 
was something that sent the four of them running. Once they reached 
the bin— a couple seconds of digging and waving off by-passers later 
—Dustin pulled the wad out. 


"Got it!" He stood straight, unfolding the paper as quickly as he could. 
They didn't expect a message to be written on the inside, nor the fact 
that it was directed to them. 'Stop spying on me creeps!' was what it 
read. 


Yeah . . it was definitely directed towards them, and while Dustin 
was already cursing under his breath, Mike couldn't help but grin. 


She finally found her way back to Hawkins High about five minutes 
before the bell rang, otherwise known as before the time Billy told 
her to be there (which became a reason to mock him later). 


A swarm of middle schoolers flooded out of the doors to her left, then 
a few minutes later, high school kids swarmed from her right. As far 
as she could see from her place on the car, neither of her siblings 
came out with the masses. Her brother told her to be there at three 
o'clock and yet, five minutes after, there was still no sign of him. The 
irony, she thought, smirking to herself. Nearly everyone who knew 
Rowen knew she had a habit of being late. Directions were no better 
considering her entire family, especially Billy, scolded her for her 
terrible sense of them. But now that she was on the other end— not 
only finding her way but arriving early —she felt the need to repay 
the chastising with a little teasing of her own. 


She pulled out her newest notebook as groups of people walked by 


(one that had already been filled a quarter of the way), letting her 
mind focus on the unfinished chapter she wanted to complete. Some 
people drove away in their cars, ignoring or simply never taking 
notice, but more slowed their pace to look her way. Rowen was 
blissfully unaware people were doing so. 


Unless they had been there when she arrived that morning, those 
around her most likely had no idea who she was. Seeing someone 
new in Hawkins wasn't common, so the sight of a new girl lounging 
on the trunk of a Camaro with her nose in a notebook was something 
interesting to see, as was her outfit. Despite the cool weather, Rowen 
exchanged her tucked in shirt and blazer for an untucked 'Queen' 
band tee and switched a nicer pair of jeans for ripped ones. Contrary 
to the ponytail from earlier, her hair was now half up half down, 
with the top pulled into a bun. She looked like she came straight out 
of summer . . which wasn't entirely wrong. California was much 
warmer than Hawkins. 


"What adventure are you on now, Indiana Jones?" 


Rowen heard a familiar voice approach, taking her mind off of the 
sentence she was about to finish. When she looked up she saw Max 
smirking at her, knowing the nickname would remind her of the 
times they'd watch the movies together. And it did. Rowen lost count 
of how many times she watched ‘Raiders of the Lost Ark' with her 
stepsister. Neither of them were sure why they enjoyed it so much 
(aside from Harrison Ford), but it was something they bonded over. 
They even went to see the second one that past summer before 
moving away from California. 


Her head tilted slightly. "I'm on my newest monster hunt. We're 
almost at the part where they come face to face with 'This One'." She 
wriggled her fingers in an attempt to be spooky, making Max giggle. 
"I thought I'd write something scary for Halloween." 


Her stepsister suddenly lit up like a Christmas tree. "Can I read what 
you got?" 


"Yeah, of course. Just let me finish this sentence . ." She trailed off, 
completing the unfinished thought on her paper. ". . okay here." 
Rowen leaned one hand back onto the trunk of the car after handing 


her notebook to the redhead. For a minute she sat back in silence, 
waiting for Max to make a comment or smile at something she wrote. 


But eventually, her peace was interrupted. 


A loud whistle suddenly made itself known, followed by a comment 
that made her raise her brow. It didn't take either of the girls long to 
figure out that the catcall had been for her, coming from a guy across 
the lot, nor did it take them long to flip him off simultaneously. 


Rowen didn't notice that Max had done the same thing she had until 
she glanced in her direction, although before she could scold her 
stepsister for it, Billy's voice cut her off. "Hey! Shit-bird! Do that 
again and you lose your tongue." Her brother had been walking by 
that very car when she suddenly became the lastest in the guys 
flirting attempts. 


Seeing Billy being subtly protective wasn't unusual for her, nor was it 
unusual for that action to be followed by anger. He was always pissed 
off in some way. 


For Max, however, it was weird. The younger girl knew her step- 
siblings were close, but she found it strange to see Billy defending 
anyone but himself. Then again . . Rowen was his sister. His real 
sister. It made sense, but Max doubted there was even the smallest bit 
of him that would give a shit about her like that. He was an asshole 
to her anyway, so it wasn't something she really cared about, but it 
didn't make seeing happen any less weird. 


"You wanna lose your tongue?" Billy pressed. 


The guy that whistled in their direction, still nameless, immediately 
flinched at Billy's voice. He shook his head vigorously, sliding into his 
car with a look of embarrassment. 


Didn't know? I'm sitting on the back of his car. Rowen kept that thought 
to herself, given something else was pocking at her brain a little more 
than the guy's dumb excuse. She narrowed her gaze as her brother 
approached. "You've been here for a day and people already know 
your name? Are you going for a new record or something?" 


Billy scoffed. "You know how many new people have shown up in 
this town? Zero. It's like the high schoolers in this place thought I was 
Ted Nugent or something." 


"Wasn't that the idea, though?" A smirk crept onto her mouth, only 
turning into a humored smile when he looked at her unamused. That 
humored smile, however, soon faltered when Rowen spotted 
something orange in his jacket pocket. Before Billy could reach for 
the car door she was able to snatch it, leaving him in a failed attempt 
to grab it back as she walked around the vehicle. "Tina's Halloween 
Bash," She read aloud, opening the passenger door to let Max climb 
in. "Come and get sheet faced." Rowen hummed, glancing over the car 
where her brother stared at her in annoyance. 


She waved the piece of neon-colored paper in her hand. "Is this 
where Ted Nugent junior plans to make his mark?" 


"Just shut up and get in the car." He groaned. She did as asked, 
plopping into the passenger seat just before he cranked the engine. 
Rowen's previous question never left her eyes, which were currently 
boring into her brother until she got an answer. 


He could tell what she was thinking without having to even look in 
her direction; something that was clear by the perturbed expression 
on his face. "I was planning on going, yeah and I was gonna tell you 
about it when we got home." 


"But?" 

"But I don't know what's gonna happen when you show up with me." 
"It's a high school party. What do you think is gonna happen?" 

"The guys in this place are total dickheads." He muttered. 


"Sounds like your people." They both heard Max mutter under her 
breath. All the redhead received was a glare from her stepbrother in 
the rearview mirror before he sped the car away from the school 
grounds. 


"You mean the guys like the one that cowered into his car when he 
saw you?" Rowen huffed in amusement. "Yeah, they seem like a real 


danger." 


"You haven't seen what they do in class," Billy grumbled, his face 
balancing between annoyance and frustration. 


She hummed, catching on to what he was implying. "You do realize 
you're describing exactly what you do to girls, right?" 


Her comment went ignored. "You're my sister. It's different." 


Rowen raised her brow, about to give a smart comment up until she 
was interrupted by a book being shoved in her face. "Well, as much 
as I appreciate the weirdly put care for my well being..." she grabbed 
the notebook from Max's grasp, "I think I'll be okay," she assured him, 
humored by the sudden protectiveness. "I've been in worse situations. 
You should know— you were there for a lot of them." 


"It's your call." He told her, falling into a passive tone. "It sounds like 
a wild party but if a guy tries anything with you that's your fault." 


Rowen forced a smile. "If a guy ends up ‘trying anything’ they'll be 
leaving that party with no hands." 


2. 
OCT. 31 


Halloween arrived before any of them could blink. Decorations were 
strung across halls, fanned out along doorsteps, placed in weird 
corners. All that was left was costumes, which they figured everyone 
would show up in. Weirdly though, when the party arrived at school 
they realized they were the only ones wearing theirs. While Mike and 
Lucas argued over who was Venkman, Dustin took notice of this, 
having to yell at the other three to grab their attention. He swore the 
rest of the school gathered together to conspire against them. How 
else could no one else be dressed in costumes? It was Halloween 


Unless the rest of the school somehow forgot. With all the shit that 
happened last year with Hawkins Lab, demogorgons, El... that 
seemed more likely. But it wasn't the reason, so Dustin was left 
questioning it the entire day whether it be by complaining to the 
gang or tossing the thought back and forth in his head. 


He had hoped he'd get the chance to impress Max with his costume 
that morning, but when she also showed up in regular clothes, 
suddenly dressing up as Stanz didn't feel so cool. He told himself it 
probably wasn't the best idea right now. As Lucas said at their 
lockers, they looked like idiots. His classmates weren't afraid to tease 
them for it either. All day in fact. 


"I swear to God, I wish this proton pack was real. I'd be zapping so 
many assholes right now." 


Lucas was the only member of their party there to hear his 
complaints. "Dustin it's not a big deal. Everyone's going home to put 
on their own costumes anyway." 


"Doesn't mean I won't wanna scare the shit out of a couple of people 
when we're out trick-or-treating later." 


Lucas did all he could not roll his eyes, about to tell his friend to shut 
up about their whole costume incident, but Dustin was already on to 
the next thing. He was watching a Camaro pull into the high school 
parking lot. 


"Jesus I would kill for a car like that," said Dustin. "Can you imagine 
if I had a license? That, along with these pearls? No way would Max 
say no to me." 


"Isn't that her brother's car though?" 
Confused, Dustin asked, "What are you talking about?" 


"I'm pretty sure that's his car," Lucas explained. "I saw them show up 
in it this morning and saw her skate towards it yesterday after 
school." 


"Well if it's her brother's car then who's that?" Both their gazes locked 
onto an older girl climbing out of the driver's seat. 


Lucas shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe Max has a sister too," he told 
him, taking notice of the ripped jeans and oversized t-shirt she had 
on. "They dress sorta similar and she's leaning on the same car. That's 
gotta be it." 


Silence. "Dustin?" Nothing. 


"What are you guys talking about?" His attention was drawn away by 
Will, who was suddenly standing to his left along with Mike. 


"Dustin's making goo-goo eyes at Max's sister." 
"Dude!" Now Dustin was snapped out of his daze. 
"Max has a sister?" 

"What? Where?" 


Lucas sneered at his friend's suddenly flustered face. "There." He 
pointed, directing Will and Mike's gazes to the left. "Down in the high 
school parking lot." 


"Are you kidding me?" All four of them jerked around to see an 
annoyed Max. "So you're stalking my stepsister now?" 


"No no no, we just... uh," Dustin stuttered. "we just saw her pull into 
the parking lot and well, she's driving the same car you come to 
school in so we were wondering who she is." 


Max raised her brow. "As I said, she's my stepsister." 
"We weren't stalking," Lucas intervened. "We were just curious." 


She wasn't convinced. "Yeah, sure," she mused, letting her skateboard 
plop onto the ground before mounting it. "Just don't let me catch you 
doing it again." 


They were left open-mouthed. 


"You still meeting us at Maple Street tonight, right?" Dustin called 
out. He felt a hand slap his arm. "Ow! What the hell?!" 


Lucas glared at him. "See? This is exactly why we don't stare!" 


3. Trick or Treat, Then Have a Drink 


"How'd the interview go, Ro?" 


Dazed, she all but halted in her tracks as the words were muttered 
out. Her mind was in a rush, the smell of fuel filling her lungs and 
last lyrics from one of her brother's many prolonged jam sessions still 
ringing in her ears. It left her to wonder if she had imagined it, or if 
the TV sounded very similar to her dad. 


But no voice made the hair on her neck stand up like his, even when 
it was being pleasant. 


Did Neil Hargrove grow feelings or was she just hallucinating? 
Hallucinating. Definitely, hallucinating. But she was proved wrong, 
catching Max look back to her with her small, freckled face 
scrunched up in confusion. 


Only a few seconds ago was Rowen under the assumption that her 
stepsister's story about four stalker boys dressed as the Ghostbusters 
was the weirdest thing she heard all day, but when she shared a 
bewildered look with Billy she began to think otherwise. Not only 
that, but the question did in fact came from their dad's mouth. She 
wouldn't have been surprised if it was Susan who asked her, 
considering she always made an effort to care about her 
stepdaughter's life, but for those words to come from Neil Hargrove? 
Confusing. Unbelievable, even. 


Rowen stared at the back of his recliner, mouth ajar, adjusting the 
bag that hung from her shoulder. "Uh... fine?" she told him, 
stammering, "Fine. Really fine, actually. Great." 


She glanced over to Billy again, awaiting confusion and a weird sense 
of comradery, but he glared and crossed his arms as if he knew. Liar 
was what he was saying. Rowen didn't object to that. She was a 
terrible liar, even with her still-disclosed high school record. 


"Good." 


Good? Did he just buy that? 


Her brow felt permanently knitted together, confused and drawing 
over her eyes. She stared at her dad as if he had grown two heads. 


He was never- and she meant never -like this (an understatement, 
really. Neil Hargrove with caring feelings was less likely than most 
miracles). Most of the time he wasn't even home at this hour, just 
before the sun set and left the neighborhood to freeze in the 
darkness. His newfound curiosity stretched far enough to make even 
Billy stop, lingering at the dining room threshold to hear the end of 
the conversation instead of retreating into his room as Max had done. 


"That's good," Neil was slurring, passing by his children with 
lackadaisical steps. "You get your butt working so you can get outta 
here like you always wanted." 


But then he plopped a glass on the kitchen counter, and Rowen 
spotted the label. She knew a beer bottle when she saw one. 


Billy saw the glass bottle too, sidestepping out of the way before his 
shoulder collided with the shoulder of his father. 


Rowen blamed the urge to reach her room and near shock for not 
realizing until then. For a moment she forgot their dad even drank. 
He was working late so often and had been absent morning after 
morning that she thought of it less and less, but now she could smell 
the bad taste the alcohol left in his mouth. The memories returned 
with it. 


He wasn't even near her and yet she could tell he'd already downed a 
few. Halloween graces and an early end to his work day, she 
assumed, but the fact that he was openly drinking made her wonder, 
especially about what Susan would say. She might've already had. 


After Neil Hargrove began his new job, his wife assumed he stopped. 
She even made a comment about how he was always nicer on the 
weekends, thinking that his work was tiring him with the late hours 
during the week, therefore making him irritable and in need of rest. 
But unlike Rowen, she wasn't very observant. She didn't notice the 
occasional beer bottles that would show up in his car like Rowen did 
when she would borrow it on the weekends, nor had the chance to 
catch the smell of alcohol lingering in his breath. Billy had that 


chance many times. 
It was why he walked away and Rowen followed behind. 
"Remind me to never slow down when he's home, just keep going." 


Billy couldn't help but laugh under his breath. Sure, what he just saw 
happen was beyond strange (even after they saw the beer bottle), but 
it was refreshing to see his dad's attention on someone else for a 
change. His bedroom door opened. "You got something for tonight?" 


"Do you actually care?" 
He raised his brow as if the answer was obvious. 


Rowen's eyes narrowed. "Yes..." she looked at him questionably, 
placing a hand on her hip and the other on the doorknob. 


He cringed, pulling out a cigarette from the pack in his jacket and 
asking, "It's not that same, tight witch costume you had from last year 
is it?" 


"I did not wear that willingly and you know it," she defended, 
remembering how two of her former friends practically forced her to 
wear it out in public. "I threw it in the garbage before we left 
California." 


She could see the relief wash over his face. Billy pulled out the lighter 
from his back pocket, lighting the cigarette that hung from his 
mouth. "Thank God," he mumbled, pinching it between his fingers 
before exhaling a cloud of smoke in her direction. 


"What? Am I supposed to be living up to some reputation you gave 
me within the span of two days?" 


He scoffed. "It's not a reputation. People just know we're siblings and 
think that you're in college. Apparently that's cool around here." 


Rowen 'ah-ed'. "You mean the dickheads?" 


"Yes, the dickheads." 


Rowen scanned over his face. Her brow raised. "But you still wanna 
look good in front of the dickheads, so you bragged to them about 
me, huh?" 


His expression contorted into an annoyed one. "No, dip-shit. I'm not 
gonna prostitute my sister to a bunch of shit hole residents." 


"Good, because all I wanted to do was go to a Halloween party, not 
entertain your new friends." 


"They're not my friends," he argued, shrugging off his jean jacket. 
"And I'm not asking you to do that. Just humor them a little." 


"No way. Humor them yourself." 


"Listen," he snapped, throwing his jacket to the side. "I'm not saying 
you have to get high off your ass. These people are mind-numbingly 
easy to please. Just make the guys think you're flirting or something 
and don't be a bitch." 

Rowen stared at her brother open-mouthed. Then, "Wow." 

"What?" 

"I never thought I'd see the day when you'd beg me to do something." 
"I'm not begging," he argued. 

Rowen hummed, unconvinced. 


"RAGH!" 


A yelp left her mouth. There before her stood a short Michael Myers 
with a fake knife in hand, otherwise known as her stepsister. 


"Jesus, Max! That wasn't funny!" And yet she couldn't help but laugh 
as she spoke. Both girls trailed back into their shared bedroom, 
ignoring the slam of Billy's door. 


"C'mon, you thought it was." Max plopped on the end of her bed, 
tossing her mask onto the floor. 


All that was received was an eye roll as the smirk on Rowen's face 
twisted into a curious stare. She spotted a familiar black notebook on 
Max's twin bed, also known as a bed that was barely used. Rowen 
failed to understand why it was still there when it barely fit in the 
room and Max slept in her's more. 


Back in California, they had their own rooms, but when her dad 
would have his regularly occurring outbursts in front of Susan, the 
shouts would make Max creep into her room at night. She would hide 
under the blankets so the arguing sounded quieter and Rowen would 
hug her close. When they arrived in Hawkins, nothing changed. The 
shouts continued, Max still wandered over to her bed. Rowen still 
rubbed the thirteen-year-olds shoulders until she would fall asleep. 


"Are you reading that same story from yesterday?" 


"Yeah, it's cool," her stepsister said. "It reminds me of Halloween 
kinda but with a... I don't know, a supernatural twist." Max slid off of 
Rowen's bed to grab the journal. "Like the killer isn't human, it's 
definitely some weird creature... but I have no idea what it could be. 
You never actually say what it looks like." 


"That's the idea," Rowen pointed. "Not knowing what's coming after 
you only makes it scarier." 


Max sat in thought for a moment "Kinda like a shadow, right?" she 
wondered aloud. 


"Exactly." 
2% 


Billy leaned against his Camaro, keys dangling from one hand as he 
pinched a cigarette in the other. Rowen was taking 
uncharacteristically too long to get ready and it was beginning to 
aggravate him. 


Normally he was the bathroom hog, throwing either her or Max out 
of the tiny space when his turn came to primp. He was definitely the 
most meticulous with his looks, taking an hour just to do his hair and 
then who knows how long for the rest; a particularly long process, 


but it had to be done, and for two reasons. One: it was a must, simple 
as that. He valued his time in front of the mirror. Two: high schoolers 
noticed every. detail. The high schoolers in Hawkins liked to gossip, 
too. The second something changed, it would be in people's mouths 
whether it was good or bad, relevant or irrelevant. 


"So the Outsiders decided to make an appearance tonight, huh?" 
His eyes rolled into the back of his head. 


The click of her heels filled his ears along with the click of their front 
door. "Which one are you supposed to be?" 


"Do you actually care?" he repeated her words from earlier. Billy 
wasn't actually dressed up as anyone in particular. All he did was 
look for the closest thing to a 'costume' that didn't make him look like 
an idiot which, in the end, was his leather jacket and nothing but. 
The Outsiders was a pretty close guess, though; maybe the answer 
he'd give to anyone who'd ask, too. 


Rowen seemed to have the same idea as he did. With the all-black 
ensemble, he just assumed she put the outfit together solely to annoy 
him. Tight, tight, and more tight was what it was and he had a 
feeling she chose it out of spite. He wanted the fact that he had a 
sister "in college" to make him look good, not steal the attention 
away from him entirely. 


"If I'm an Outsider then what are you supposed to be?" 


Rowen smirked as she reached for the passenger door. "Take a guess, 
Kenickie." Her impression was terrible. 


A scowl came and went across his face. He knew exactly who she 
dressed as. 


Billy was left to listen to the sound of the car door shutting on her 
side, sighing loudly and flinging his cigarette into the grass before 
climbing into the car himself. The engine roared, music blasted. 


He didn't actually care when they got to Tina's house, he was just 
pissed that he had to wait on not only Max, but now Rowen too (even 
if it was just the one time). Their dad was already drunk enough to 


miss their exit and the redhead left some time ago to meet a few 
friends on Maple street, so curfew wasn't exactly on their agenda, but 
that didn't make him any less annoyed. 


Rowen wasn't on the same timetable as he was, or as anyone was 
really. Sometimes he wondered if she could actually manage to be on 
time for once and not when it was convenient for her. She did it 
yesterday, which surprised him admittedly, but she fell right back 
into her habit afterward. 


Billy knew it wasn't always because of her terrible sense of direction. 
Rowen was lazy sometimes, and it made him wonder how in the hell 
she was going to keep a job. She just barely graduated high school 
without a terrible record. Sure, she may have attained a three-point- 
five GPA, but that didn't make her the best student. She skipped and 
got into shit the same as he did, but somehow she had a way of 
getting on her teachers' good sides with a few words and that little 
grin of hers. It used to irk him when she got away with things when 
she wasn't even trying. They had that same pearly-white smile. When 
she would use it, people called her charming, but when he used it, 
people called him a flirt. 


Sure, they weren't wrong; Billy was a flirt. But it was the principle of 
the thing. 


Contrary to those thoughts, tonight he hoped would be one of those 
times when her smile would do the trick. As much as he hated this 
place, he had a rep to keep and bringing her to the party would only 
give him an advantage. Besides, Hawkins High wanted to meet her, 
so meet her they would. 


3. 


Tina wasn't kidding in her invitation when she put 'come and get sheet- 
faced'. By the time Steve and Nancy got there, it was a total 
madhouse. Music was blaring, toilet paper hung from the beams. The 
entire place smelled like booze combined with body odor and it 
wasn't even past nine. The people around them were tumbling, 
chugging, falling onto each other. They were doing anything and 
everything that someone who was completely wasted would do. And 
it was hilarious. Steve had never seen so many of his friends drunk 


out of their minds when he wasn't. It made him chuckle, thinking he 
might actually enjoy one of these parties for once. 


Or, that was until Mr. Camaro showed up with friends in tow. 
Hargrove was his name (something Steve learned the day before). He 
displayed the typical bad-boy persona with a shiny blue car and 
better-than-thou attitude to match, which wasn't surprising 
considering the entrance he made. Steve didn't have the rug pulled 
out from under him by it per-say, but everyone was immediately (and 
he meant immediately) flocking to this guy because he was new, 
presumably cool, and had a charming smile to emphasize it all. It was 
different. It threw him off. 


"We've got ourselves a new Keg-King, Harrington," Tommy 
announced, klapping the very person he spoke of on the back. 


"Yeah! Eat it, Harrington!" 


Steve whipped off his sunglasses, unphased by the snide comments. 
"Is that right?" 


"Forty-two seconds," Billy told him. "Heard you barely made it to 
Thirty-two." 


Steve clenched his jaw. "Yeah well, that was a while ago." 


"You saying you want a rematch?" Hargrove challenged him, earning 
a few sneers from the guys around them. 


"Maybe so," he muttered. 
Now the guys were rilled up, whistling loudly at his response. 


"Now, now, ladies..." As if in the niche of time, another voice made 
itself known. Every gaze trailed to the sea of people, of which one 
girl emerged. 


Shit. 


"You're all beautiful. There's no need to fight over it." The girl that 
Steve spotted driving away in Hargrove's car was now standing next 
to his ex-friend with a red cup in hand, all smiles, high heels and... 


tight, black fabric. 


He was surprised Tommy never uttered a word. He would've 
completely wacked anyone who'd insult him like that, yet there he 
was, grinning at her from ear to ear. The tight black ensemble to 
blame, he assumed. All of the guys seemed to be grinning, actually, 
as if they just received the best compliment they could ever get. 


Aside from Hargrove. A subtle glare rested on his face, but it melted, 
and suddenly he was all smiles, too. 


"Ya know what, my sister's right," he replied smoothly, the original 
smirk twitching back onto his mouth. "Better to save you the 
embarrassment, Harrington." 


Sister? So he was right. 


"Besides," he continued. "Someone's gotta keep an eye on Princess 
Wheeler, right?" 


Steve scoffed. "The hell are you talking about?" 


Billy simply pointed his glare to the left and five gazes 
simultaneously glanced in the direction of the punch bowl. And as he 
implied, Nancy was there, downing a few shots of the alcohol-riddled 
punch. 


Steve cursed under his breath, practically bolting in her direction. 
The sight made the guys bust out in a fit of laughter. 
"Harrington the babysitter." Tommy chided. 


Billy shook his head. "It's pitiful." 


4. Don't be a Freak 


Rowen learned very quickly that there were two types of rich kids in 
Hawkins. To begin, there was Nancy Wheeler, or "Princess Wheeler" 
as she originally knew her. 'Snobbish goody-goody', was another term 
she believed she heard used to describe her amidst the gossip. Even 
at a Halloween party, Nancy had a very 'good girl' look, and people 
weren't afraid to talk about it after her unexpected entrance. 


Encompassed by the tune of Motley Crüe, Tommy eagerly told Rowen 
‘everything she needed to know about Wheeler', including her lack of 
appearances at parties. 


The teen had a pristinely white house at the end of her 
neighborhood's culdesac, with a yard twice the size and just as 
picture-perfect. Photos hung along the walls inside: displaying forced 
smiles that made it seem like she had the perfect, little family. Her 
mother stayed at home to take care of the kids and her dad worked 
the typical 9 to 5. Dinner was always at the table, and curfew was 
always ten o'clock; aside from tonight, it seemed. Nancy displayed a 
perfect suburban lifestyle and on top of that, had an attitude to 
match. According to the jock, she was priggish, ignorant, and the 
reason why him and Harrington ended their friendship. 


Rowen virtually opened a floodgate by asking the wrong person 
about Nancy because Tommy practically unloaded his opinions. And 
he wasn't even close to being done. 


She took notice of the red cup in his hand which was constantly 
refilled, thinking his rambling was partially the fault of the alcohol 
buzzing in his head. Either way, she wanted to get away from him as 
soon as possible. She eventually did, abandoning him to squeeze 
through groups of people until she broke away into the kitchen. An 
area which was surprisingly less crowded. Rowen was free to relax on 
top of a counter that wasn't adorned with cups and half-eaten pizza. 


This freedom, however, only lasted for a minute as she was soon 
approached by the second type of rich kid. 


Tina was probably the furthest from a Nancy Wheeler type. She 


shared a similar, pristine house and had well-off parents that would 
line their walls with pictures. But she enjoyed socializing and enjoyed 
throwing parties that would mask that image that Nancy fell into. 
People liked her. But that didn't mean Rowen did. Sure, Tina wasn't 
snobbish, but she was still the typical popular kid, similar to ones 
Rowen was forced to hang out with when she was a senior and her 
brother was a junior. 


She had her fill of girls like that and would, admittedly, rather be 
around someone like Nancy if she had to choose between the two. 


"So you're like . . not in college?" Tina slurred. 


Rowen could tell she was falling down the same intoxicated path that 
many of her guests had already tumbled into. 


But she decided to humor her anyway. "Nope." 


"But why?" The teen tilted her head. "You'll miss out on all the 
college parties!" 


Rowen couldn't help but smile at her exaggerated hand movements. 
"Actually I've already been to one." 


"Really?" Tina's eyes nearly popped out of her head. "What's it like?" 


"Not much different from this." Rowen mused, raising her brow. It 
wasn't entirely false. "You're practically throwing one right now." 


Tina giggled. "Wicked." A slow grin crept onto her face before the can 
of beer was lifted to her mouth once again. 


Rowen was growing bored. 


"Hey, I'm gonna go to the bathroom real quick, okay?" She hopped off 
the counter, making sure Tina heard her before she passed her. 


"Mkay." She slurred. "Have fun!" 


Rowen wasn't actually going to the bathroom. She just wanted to get 
away from the conversations she kept finding herself caught in. Most 
people were too drunk to even form words properly, never mind 


talking to someone else. 


It was a relief, actually. She no longer had to pretend like she was 
interested in whatever her brother's new groupies were talking about. 


Speak of the devil. 


She could spot Billy across the swarm of dancing teenagers, leaning 
against the wall with a cigarette hanging from his mouth. He looked 
just as tired of the night as she did; something that was very out of 
character for him. But it only made her happy. If she guessed right, 
he was bored, so maybe there was a chance they could get out of 
there early. 


Rowen glared daggers at him until he turned his gaze her way. When 
he did, she raised her brow, extending her arms out towards the 
scene around them. She proceeded to make motions with her hands, 
placing them around her throat while sticking her tongue out to 
make it look as if she was gagging. 


Because the party was, in fact, making her gag. She had her fill of 
dancing when people were more sober than drunk, but now it was 
just a mass of sweaty bodies falling into each other. 


Billy was unamused, flipping her off. 


She generously returned the gesture with a smirk on her face. He 
knew she wanted to leave but that wasn't going to happen anytime 
soon. 


Rowen sighed, muffled out by the loud melody of a Duran Duran 
song. Three hours of this and she still had no idea where the tune 
came. Invisible speaker? she joked to herself. It had gotten to the point 
of telling terrible jokes. She was attempting anything to relieve her 
boredom, lazily strolling around the house to see who wasn't 
completely drunk. 


Then, as if she fell upon the answer to her silent cry of help, Rowen 
found herself catching a guy step through the front door. Quite 
opposite to the many who'd race out of the house ready to throw up 
the contents of what they drank, he was pleasantly sober. She made a 


mental note of that (considering she could count the number of sober 
people at this party on her hand), but took notice of how he was 
wandering around. He looked lost and, on top of that, wasn't wearing 
a costume. 


It piqued her interest. 

Rowen took the chance and walked over to him. "Nice costume." 
He jerked slightly, turning towards her. "Huh?" 

"Nice costume." She repeated. 


"Oh— uh, yeah," He smiled, looking his outfit up and down like she 
had done previously. "I'm going as the guy who hates parties." 


She smiled at his joke. "I'm Rowen." 
"Jonathan." He greeted, shaking her hand. 


Rowen tilted her head, watching as he stuffed his hands in his 
pockets, surveying the crowd. "You don't exactly look like you know 
what you're doing." 


His smile returned. "Well, I haven't been to a lot of parties, so . ." He 
trailed off, eventually furrowing his brow. "Have we met before? I'm 
bad with names but normally I recognize people and I don't recognize 
you." 


She smirked. "I would be surprised if you did. I just moved here from 
California." 


"California? Like the new guy Hargrove?" 


Rowen suppressed a laugh, giving a knowing smile instead. "Yeah, 
that's my brother." She confirmed, slowly nodding. "Little brother." 


That word seemed to catch his attention. "Are you in college?" He 
sounded hesitant, probably not wanting to pry. 


"You'd think I'd be, yeah . . but no. I'm not." She admitted, bobbing 
her head to the side. "Kind of a long story." 


Jonathan nodded, not wanting to pry any further. His eyes trailed 
away in the same direction they had gone earlier. This time though, 
Rowen followed, and now saw what his gaze stopped on. Harrington 
and Wheeler put themselves in the middle of the dancing crowd, 
moving and twirling like the rest. And probably just as drunk by the 
looks of it. 


With the way Jonathan was looking at them, she almost assumed 
something happened between the three. Or at the very least, he was 
acquainted with them. 


It made her curious. "Did he steal your girl or something?" 


Jonathan jerked his gaze back to her, looking very much caught off 
guard. "No— no, uh . ." He began to stutter, "No. Nancy's just a 
friend." 


"We could tag-team? You go for her while I go for him?" Her brow 
raised as if she was actually considering it. Jonathan, however, just 
stared at her like a deer caught in headlights. 


Rowen smiled. "I'm kidding." 


The look of relief that washed over his face made her laugh, making 
him laugh too. Rowen was beginning to actually enjoy being there. 


"Nance c'mon— you've had enough!" Suddenly Harrington's voice 
sounded much closer. 


Both of them turned their attention to the kitchen, more specifically 
to the punch bowl where Nancy was now hovering. 


"Get off!" She dragged, weakly pushing Steve off of her arm. It had 
little effect against his grip on her wrist. 


"Hey— hey! Stop, I'm serious." Now they were wrestling against each 
other. Steve was trying to take the cup full of punch away from her 
while Nancy, drunk and stubborn, wouldn't let go of it. 


Rowen knew a recipe for disaster when she saw one. 


"Nance seriously—" 


"Steve, stop!" 


And then it happened. Harrington's hand slipped from the cup, 
making the contents pour all over Nancy's pristinely white sweater. 
Everyone "ooh-ed", halting their dancing, chatting . . even the music 
sounded quieter. 


Nancy looked down at her now ruined outfit, slowly glaring up at her 
boyfriend. "The hell," She mumbled, throwing the cup to the ground 
before stomping off. 


And the party resumed. The topic of conversation, however, seemed 
to change. 


Rowen's brow raised. She wasn't entirely sure how to respond to that. 
Slowly, her gaze turned back to Jonathan who now looked even more 
awkward. 


"You want a drink?" She offered, feeling a smile creep onto her face. 
The one that began to twitch onto his face told her he got her subtle 
humor that tied to what just happened. 


Jonathan nodded. "Just don't spill it on me." He joked, letting her 
lead the way to the punch bowl. 


The pair stood in somewhat comfortable silence for a little while, 
sipping at the liquid in their cups until Rowen eventually decided to 
discard hers. 


"TIl be right back— I gotta go to the bathroom." 
She wasn't sure if that quite reached his ears, but he nodded anyway. 


Rowen pushed her way through a mass of bodies until she reached 
the staircase, but that didn't make it any better. She still had to push 
past a handful of people and watch where she stepped on occasion, 
right until she got to the bathroom door. Although when she finally 
got there, it was locked; occupied by two voices she recognized. 


"Bulls . ." Bullshit. 


"Like w. ." 


"Bull. Shit." 


She couldn't hear anything else after that. The voices on the other 
side of the door were muffled, given the music which reached to 
every corner of the house and slurs of the other people in the hall. It 
wasn't Rowen's intention to listen to their conversation. In fact, it 
made her uncomfortable. But the only way she could stand without 
tripping or being squished was to lean right next to the door. 


Then, that door opened. 


She picked a bad time to move away from the wall. Given that the 
person who came out was nearly running, and her own head was a 
little buzzed from the alcohol she drank, Rowen could just barely 
register who it was in a few seconds. She didn't need to try that hard, 
though. When the door was suddenly opened the person had to 
practically squeeze by her, giving her a clear view of Steve's giant 
head of hair. 


"Hey!" He clearly didn't notice that he almost pushed her over trying 
to get by. "What the hell Harrington?!" 


She was ignored. By the time she could even utter a word, he was 
already going down the stairs. 


Rowen sighed loudly, adjusting the hair tie that kept up her ponytail. 
Without thinking twice about it, she grabbed for the handle of the 
bathroom door. Although once opened, she froze. She'd forgotten that 
there were two people previously in there and was left staring down 
at a crying Nancy. She was sitting on top of the toilet, still attempting 
to get the punch out of her sweater. 


"Nancy?" 


The younger teen just continued to wipe at her top. Rowen stepped 
the rest of the way into the bathroom, closing the door before taking 
a careful step over. "Hey," She greeted her quietly, taking the towel 
from her. "Here, c'mon. I don't think that's gonna come out." 


Rowen tossed the now pink-tinted towel back onto the counter, 
crouching down so she could see Nancy's face. She was definitely 


drunk. 
"Steve's mad." She mumbled. 


Rowen huffed, wrapping her arms around her knees. "I could see that. 
He almost knocked me over." 


Nancy sighed, slowly dropping her head into her lap. "I think he 
hates me." She slurred. 


"Why would he hate you?" 
"I called him bullshit." Her words were muffled. 


Rowen's mouth opened, then closed. Well, that's one way to do it, she 
thought. Eventually, she stood, helping Nancy sit up. 


"Do you wanna go back out?" Rowen offered, earning a slow nod. 


A couple of seconds of standing and steadying themselves later, 
Rowen had Nancy's arm slung around her shoulders so the teen could 
walk without falling over. Their journey down the staircase took a 
while, although they managed, and eventually ended with sitting on 
the bottom step. Nancy could only stand for so long without getting 
dizzy. Rowen began to rub her back a little, hopefully helping 
somehow. 


"Hey." 


She looked up to see Jonathan in front of them with his hands in his 
pockets. 


"Hey." She greeted back. 
"What happened?" 


Rowen glanced back over to the brunette. "She's really drunk. A little 
upset too." 


"Oh," Jonathan shifted in his stance, beginning to rub the back of his 
neck. "Well, I ran into Steve and he asked if I could take her home, so 


" 
oe 


Rowen's brow furrowed. "Did he leave?" 
He nodded. 


She sighed, rolling her eyes. Typical. "Do you want me to help get her 
to your car?" 


"No," He shook his head, "No, I got it. It's fine." 


After a moment of quiet convincing, Rowen helped Nancy stand to 
her feet again. Once Jonathan had a grip on her she said a quick 
goodbye, plopping back onto the bottom step. She sighed once more, 
letting her chin rest in the palm of her hand. 


"What were you doing with Wheeler?" 


Now Billy decided to show up. Rowen didn't look up to meet his 
stare. "Well, I meant to go to the bathroom but I found her in there 
crying. I just helped her get down the stairs." 


He scoffed. "Why'd you waste your time doing that?" 


"I was being nice, dip-shit." She defended, glaring up at her brother. 
"Something you clearly don't know the definition of." 


"Whatever." He brushed the whole thing off, taking one last drag of 
his cigarette before stubbing it out. "This party is dying. Let's go." 


She breathed out a 'thank you’. 
Billy pulled out his keys, beginning to walk towards the front door. 


"Uh-uh," Rowen stood from her previous seat, stopping him in his 
tracks. "Give me the keys." 


"Why? " 


"You've had way more to drink than I have and I don't wanna die 
trying to get home." 


"No way." He argued, smirking at her in disbelief. 


Rowen stepped in front of him once more. "Do you want me to drag 


you out by your pretty little curls?" She muttered. Sure, Billy was 
stronger than her, but she was the furthest from kidding. And he 
knew it. 


He huffed, slapping the keys into her hand. Why he hadn't strangled 
her yet was a mystery. 


5. Curiosity Voyage 


A/N: ok so i checked the timeline for season 2 and personally i think it's 
uh ridiculously short so i've decided that i will be extending it. in this 
story, there will be a week-long gap between episode 2 and episode 3. so 
instead of dustin bringing dart to school the day after halloween, he won't 
bring him to school until a week after. 


my extension of the timeline is so I can fit things in for ro but also so some 
stuff can pan out a little slower and won't seem so fast. 


Past Hawkins Post, stoplight, take a left, then drive a bit until you see it 
on your right. Rowen repeated the Chief's words over in her head, 
exactly like he told her two days ago. Thankfully, when she awoke 
she wasn't presented with a headache from the night before. Unlike 
her brother. Billy woke up in an exceedingly bad mood and while he 
looked alright, his attitude was shitty (more so than usual). And their 
dad, despite drinking as much as he did, was gone before their alarms 
even jolted them awake, so Rowen was left to deal with one grumpy 
family member rather than two. 


They made their regularly scheduled entrance into the Hawkins High 
parking lot, music agoing, engine revving, sliding into the exact same 
spot (she had a feeling that it would become her brother's declared 
parking place for the rest of the year). And that was just the tip of the 
iceberg. Only three days in and people were already coming to enjoy 
the regularly scheduled entrance of the Hargrove's. Some even waved 
at her. Thankfully though, she had an excuse to leave before anyone 
could be bold enough and walk up to her because honestly, she found 
the attention odd, contrary to her curly-headed brother who relished 
in it. 


Two sides of the same coin, and one was driving through Hawkins 
looking for the video store. 


Rowen didn't necessarily need to get to the store early, but she didn't 
want to hang around a parking lot filled with teenagers early in the 
morning. So she drove down the cold streets, jacket pulled tight 
around her frame because she still hated how the wind practically 


blew threw her. 


She turned into the very tight parking lot, a combination of bright 
neon orange and green came into her view, snagging one right in 
front of the place she intended to go to. The keys twirled between her 
fingers as she stepped out, eventually being stuffed into her jean 
pocket once she opened the door of 'Family Video'. 


A small smile twitched onto her mouth at the sight of a familiar face, 
one who immediately discarded the papers he held in a rather clumsy 
fashion when she came in. "Hey, Keith." 


"H-Hey Rowen," he stuttered, adjusting his shirt despite the action 
having no effect. 


"Aren't you supposed to be in class right now?" 


Bashfully, he nodded, "Yeah, but my manager offered me an extra 
shift and I need the money. Morning classes are the easy ones, 
anyway. Skipping a day won't hurt." 


"Look at you, rebel," she smirked, making him blush furiously. 
"You here to rent a movie or?" 

"Actually I came in about the job." 

"The Post turned ya down, huh? Sucks." 


She tilted her head slightly. "Not exactly but... they kinda laughed me 
out of the building, so." 


He scoffed. "I've tried getting an internship there before. Those guys 
are total douchebags, believe me," he muttered. "You're better off 
working somewhere like this." 


"About that," she pointed, "I know you said I could start as soon as 
Monday but I was wondering if I could start today, maybe? If it's 
that's possible, I mean." 


Keith was suddenly silent. He hesitated, beginning to rub the back of 
his neck. "Oh yeah . . that— uh. A junior guy came in yesterday 


morning with a full resume saying he could start right away so. . 
since we still thought you were waiting on the Post, my boss kinda 
had no choice." 


Rowen's gaze dropped to the counter. "Oh." 
"Yeah, I'm sorry." 


She shook her head. "No, no, don't apologize. There wasn't anything 
you could do about it." 


"If that wasn't the only position we had open then I'd say yeah, come 
in tomorrow but..." 


"No, yeah, you guys had to make a choice. I get it." Rowen nodded, 
beginning to make her way back to the front door. "Thanks anyway, 
though." 


"Do you wanna pick out a movie while you're here?" Keith blurted 
out the question, causing her to stop in her tracks. "Whatever you 
want, it's free of charge." 


She smiled at his offer. "No, that's fine. My dad always hogs the TV." 


Once she was back in her brother's Camaro a long, aggravated sigh 
escaped her lips. Rowen let her forehead fall onto the steering wheel 
between her hands. What the hell am I gonna do now, she thought. She 
felt like yelling, running into a wall, maybe. 


For a minute she almost thought people didn't want to hire her, not 
because she wasn't qualified, but because she was new to town 
(which made absolutely no sense). She had some experience from the 
jobs she worked back in California, therefore the only reason she 
could think of was the last and the most depressing. 


Like the video store, everything she found was taken, and what was 
left, well, they wouldn't hire her. Whatever the reasons were. Not 
only that, but her dad had been on her back about it ever since they 
moved to Hawkins, and that was only a little over three weeks ago. 
She had plenty of time to find a job and yet, there she was, still 
jobless. 


Rowen exhaled deeply through her nose, cranking the ignition before 
racing out of the lot. 


Now that she thought of it, 'on her back' was a generous description. 
Anytime he'd talk to her, the question would be 'have you found a job 
yet, and when she would say no, well, there was a multitude of 
reactions to chose from; it depended on how his mood was. 
Sometimes his usual ridiculing statements would be thrown her way, 
sometimes he'd say nothing, staying silent for long enough to where 
she'd end up disappearing into her room. Most of the time, though, 
he'd just be angry. With anything she'd mess up. Neil Hargrove never 
struck his daughter, though she had half a mind to assume he came 
close to doing it sometimes, and she knew exactly why it was always 
just close to. 


She wasn't blind. She had seen it and lived with it long enough to 
know his behavior and his tendencies and what he would do to Billy 
when he was angry was much more escalated. Partially because their 
dad thought his son deserved that kind of ‘discipline’. Partially 
because his son was what stood between him and his daughter. 


Rowen was ten months older than Billy but he would always treat her 
as if she was the younger sibling when it came to their dad. That was 
always how it was and Billy never wavered from it, so she never 
questioned it. But even to this day, she never knew why their dad was 
the way he was, why he got angry and yelled and occasionally threw 
things rather than just grounding them like a normal parent. It was 
why she still dreaded what would come when he found out she lied 
to him. Whenever that would be, whether it was that night, a day 
from now, she just dreaded it. 


Rolling down the gray asphalt of Hawkins's roads, Rowen lifted her 
wrist which displayed the thin, tan watch around her wrist. 11:58 
am. I've got three hours, she told herself. Last-minute job hunt it was. 


She'd already been to most of the places she passed. Melvald's General 
Store wasn't looking for any extra help, the arcade was the same, and 
of course, some douchebag snagged her chance at the video store. 
There were other places that she had taken a shot at but, for whatever 
reason they had, she wasn't considered. Most of the employers were 
older adults that took one look at her and shook their heads and 


honestly, it made her angry. For all she knew, she would have to be 
patient and wait until something opened up. 


Rowen quickly went through the list she made in her head of 
potential places, mentally crossing out names until she came to one 
that made her pause. The library. Never had she ever seen or heard of 
someone her age working in a library. But, as out-of-the-blue as the 
idea may have sounded, she was desperate. 


The towering, maroon-colored building came into view and she 
snagged the first parking spot she could get, taking the keys from the 
ignition and stepping out of the car. Rowen checked her watch once 
more. Twelve-o-seven. 


With keys now dangling from her front pocket, she made her way 
down the concrete path, making sure she didn't trip over a deep blue 
bicycle before she reached the stairs. When she entered, the library 
was relatively empty, apart from someone tucked away with a book 
here and there. 


"Hello." A woman with unusually large glasses and bright blouse 
greeted her from the front desk, twirling a pen between her fingers. 


"Hi." Rowen smiled, approaching the tall mahogany structure that 
separated them. 


"Can I help you find something?" 


Rowen's mouth fell open. "Sort of. I was wondering if the library was 
looking to hire any help? Maybe someone to sort books and keep 
things in order." 


"Are you a student?" 


"I graduated high school last May." Rowen didn't want to tell her she 
wasn't in college. 


The woman hummed. "Well, the library doesn't hire high school or 
college students during the term due to our hours," she told her, 
adjusting her glasses. "I would recommend reaching out to our 
student program. They employ college students in many other places 
around Hawkins in exchange for credit. Other than that, I'm afraid 


there isn't anything else." 
Of course. 
WHAM! 


A stack of books were dropped to the left of her. Rowen jerked at the 
sudden sound, turning to face a mop of curly brown hair tucked 
under a red, white, and blue trucker hat. The woman seemed to have 
forgotten she was even there, considering her full attention was now 
on their company. She surveyed the stack in front of her before 
giving the boy a subtly judgemental stare. 


"Mr. Henderson," she greeted. "You know the rules. Five at a time." 


"Yup," he nodded. "One, two, three, four, and five." His finger trailed 
down the stack until he came to five, and rested his hand back onto 
the desk. He had a confident smile on his face. 


The woman before them, however, was not convinced. She turned 
away for a moment, pulling out a yellow piece of paper for him to 
see. "Ten," she stated. "You've already had five books checked out." 


His smile faltered. "My mistake," he apologized. "However, I am on a 
curiosity voyage. And I need my paddles to travel." 


Rowen's brow raised as he continued, lifting a hand onto his stack of 
books. "These books . . these books are my paddles." 


"Five. At. A. Time." 


He sighed, letting his hand flop back over his other. "Please, I need 
these books. As a young person who's curiosity is piqued beyond 
measure, I believe this should be allowed. In fact, I think that should 
be allowed for every student," he grew more passionate with every 
word. "For those times when we just. can't. go to our teachers or our 
parents for the answer because they're just as clueless as we are-..." 
and then he turned to Rowen. "don't you think?" 


She lifted her hands slightly from their crossed position, glancing 
over to the librarian. "I mean, he makes a pretty good point." All she 
received was a 'you're not helping' look. 


"Mr. Henderson, I will not repeat myself. You know the rules." 
He rolled his eyes. "Are you shitting me?" 
"Excuse me?" 


Her response made him shut his mouth. Then, "What the hell?" he 
mumbled, pointing to something (or rather nothing) behind the 
librarian. The older woman, however, did turn around. In a second 
the books were suddenly off the desk and clutched in his hands, and 
he was off. 


"Mr. Henderson!" 


"I need my paddles!" he shouted, pushing his way through the front 
doors. 


Rowen couldn't help but let out a giggle, but the librarian gave her a 
hard glare, making her race out almost as abruptly. When she came 
outside, she saw the same boy at the bottom of the steps, attempting 
to pile his books into his backpack. Rowen walked past him, trudging 
down the path towards her brother's car. The keys were forced into 
the lock on the side of the door, opening it with ease. 


"Woah." 


A familiar voice caught her ear. She looked up, seeing the curly- 
haired boy gawking at the car. 


"That is a sick ride." he complimented, giving her a toothy smile. 
She smirked, watching him zip up his backpack. "It's my brother's." 


"Wait, hold on." he dropped the backpack, speed-walking up to the 
car. "Blue." He pointed, moving to look at the back. "California." 


Rowen furrowed her brow, watching him come back to the sidewalk, 
closer to where she stood. 


"Are you Max's sister? Max Mayfield?" 


She was slightly bewildered. "How'd you know that?" 


"I'm Dustin," he introduced, extending his hand out. "Max is in my 
class. We're friends— or at least I think we are. I've seen you waiting 
for her down at the high school lot." 


She stared at him for a moment, eventually shaking his hand. "You 
are oddly well informed, Dustin Henderson." 


"Observant," he smiled. "Max is super cool. She's the only person 
that's ever beat my high score on Dig-Dug." 


She couldn't help but smile back. "Yeah, Max is pretty skilled. It's 
good to hear she has friends. I didn't think she was making that 
many." She paused, suddenly remembering the time. She looked 
down at her watch. 12:20. "Speaking of, aren't you supposed to be in 
school?" 


Dustin's smile wavered. "Uh, yeah," He hesitated, laughing nervously. 
"I may 've faked a cold just so I could come to the library for all those 
books." 


She was amused. "Dedication. I like it." 
"Curiosity voyage." He gave her a thumbs up. 
"Good luck with that." 

Dustin nodded. "Thanks." 


Without another word, he began to walk back to his bike, and she 
opened her car door. Although something made her stop before she 
could climb in. "Oh- it's Rowen by the way," she said. "Just realized I 
never told you that." 
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She smirked, sliding into the driver's seat. Once the ignition was 
cranked, she pulled out of the parking spot. "And I won't rat you out. 
Don't worry," she called out, watching Dustin begin to peddle away in 
the opposite direction. 


6. Sunglasses 


Rowen drummed her fingers on the trunk of the Camaro in thought. 
She was staring at a blank right page, the one on the left being filled 
completely. Being a couple of minutes late wasn't unusual for Max. 
Although now that it was ten minutes past three, and her stepsister's 
skateboard was the only thing approaching, she began to wonder. 
Not only was Billy the bathroom hog, but he was a stickler for being 
on time as well. Today, however, it was the exact opposite. 


"Hey, speedster." 


Max smiled at the nickname, kicking up her board before tucking it 
under her arm. "Doesn't Billy normally beat me here?" 


"Yeah. He's probably swapping spit with some poor high school girl 
or something." 


The redhead grimaced, opening the passenger door before climbing 
in, leaving Rowen allowed herself to focus back on the blank page. 


But it wasn't long before Max pocked her head out, asking, "Hey, is 
this your Halloween story?" She stuck out her hand which now 
gripped onto one of the many black notebooks her stepsister owned. 


"Yeah," Rowen craned her neck. "I tried working on it earlier but I got 
stuck so it's just been sitting there. You can read it again if you want." 


Max disappeared into the car again, leaving her to bring her attention 
back to the notebook in her lap. A pencil had been dangling back and 
forth between her fingers for what seemed like forever. She tried 
thinking, amidst the conversations of other people, revving car 
engines, bicycle bells. Now that Max was sitting in the car she felt 
like she was beginning to grasp some kind of idea, even if she couldn't 
concentrate very well. 


Then, "Hargrove, right?" 


Rowen groaned, feeling that budding idea slip away the minute 
someone's voice interrupted her. Steve Harrington stood before her, 


wearing the same sunglasses from the Halloween party, his hair as 
big and sculpted as ever. 


Giving him a once over, she said, "You've got some balls, Sunglasses." 
"That's not my name." 
"You seem pretty sure of yourself despite wearing sunglasses." 


She watched the wheels turn in his head, his hand coming up to grab 
the frames. He yanked them off. "It's Steve," he introduced. "Steve 
Harrington." 


"I like 'Sunglasses' better," she told him, flipping the pencil between 
her fingers before letting it plop onto the paper. She leaned her chin 
onto the palm of her hand, pressing her lips into a thin line. 


"What did you mean, anyway?" 
"Mean about what?" 
"You said I've 'got some balls’. What d'you mean by that?" 


Unraveling from her crossed-legged position, she said, "Given you're 
already butting heads with my brother, I'd say that's a pretty 
straightforward statement." 


"What, because he's the Keg King now we're suddenly butting heads?" 


"It's a reason, yeah. But my brother's a hothead, too. Actually enjoying 
fights and all that high school popularity shit," she told him. "I told 
him you ran into me and he almost blew his top." 


Steve's face suddenly contorted, turned into a mess of frown lines. 
"Shit, right," he muttered. "That's why I came over here." 


"For what, exactly?" 


"To apologize," he told her as if it was the most obvious thing in the 
world. 


"Really?" she mused. 


"What d'you mean 'really'?" 
She stared at him. 


"People didn't exactly tell me the nicest things about you, Steve "The 
Hair" Harrington," she told him. 


"What people?" 


"I dunno," she shrugged, uninterested. "The girl that hosted the 
Halloween party; Tammy? Tina? A guy named Tommy, too. Most of 
the guys there, really." 


Steve scoffed, stuffing his hands in his pockets. "Of course," he 
muttered. "Well, I dunno if this makes any difference since none of 
them pushed you over but, around here, it takes one to know one." 


Her brow rose. "So you're admitting to being 'one', huh?" 


"Wha- no," he shook his head. "No, I'm not. If anything, I should be 
warning you, actually. Guys like Tommy are ten times worse." 


"You realize you're still admitting to being 'one'." 


"Would you stop-" he broke off, throwing a hand over his face. He 
raked through his hair, sighing in frustration. "Right, ok. Whatever," 
he muttered. Steve shook his head, flinging his hands up. "You can 
believe whatever you want, I don't care. I just came here to 
apologize." 


"You're taking a really long time to do something that only requires 
two words, ya know." 


"Yeah, because you keep interrupting me-" 


"The hell are you doing here, Harrington?" And there he was. Billy 
stalked over to them, pulling a cigarette pack from his front pocket. 


She caught the eye roll Steve gave. "Don't blow a fuse, Hargrove. I 
just came to apologize to her." 


Her brother whipped out his lighter, flicking it to life, stuffing it back 


in his jacket while plucking the cigarette from his mouth. Billy stared 
at the jock, then glanced towards Rowen. "And did he?" 


Rowen rested her chin on her fingers, uninterested, wanting to leave. 
"He's still getting there." 


Billy bit at the cigarette between his teeth, turning to Steve and 
asking, "You always take this long to, Harrington?" 


"No-" 
"Then what are you still doing here?" he interrupted. 

Steve stared at him. 

Then he looked away, flinging his hands up. "I really don't know." 


"You trying to flirt with her or something? Because you'd have some 
balls if you were." 


Guess that phrase runs in the family. 


Rowen breathed out a laugh, brushing a stray piece of hair behind 
her ear. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. 


Steve became flustered, saying, "What? No!" 

"Ro, get in the car," Billy ordered. 

"Excuse me?" 

"Just get in the goddamn car," he hissed, throwing a glare her way. 


She shook her head, letting her hand fall loudly on top of her 
notebook before she slid off of the trunk. She slid into the passenger 
seat with a huff, catching Max's attention. 


"What's wrong?" 


"Billy and his assumptions as per usual," Rowen mumbled, shutting 
her door. 


Now confused, Max closed the book in her hands, turning around in 


her seat to look out the back window. Billy was all up in some other 
guy's face. 


"I don't know what kind of backwater game you're playing at 
Harrington, but leave my sister out of it." Even as Hargrove got up in 
his face, Steve stood still. "Stay the hell away from her," Billy 
muttered, pointing his cigarette at him. Neither of them moved until 
that same cigarette was flicked to the ground. 


He eventually back-stepped, turning to open the door of his car. He 
slid in roughy, frustrated, staring at the dash in front of him. "What 
were you doing talking to him?" 


"It's not like I wanted to." Rowen defended. "He was the one that 
came up to me." 


"That doesn't mean you have to talk to him." 
She scoffed. "What crawled up your a-" 
He swatted at her head, cutting her off. "Don't talk to him, Ro." 


She glanced at her brother, aggravated. Rowen huffed, crossing her 
arms. 


"I'm serious." he pressed, his tone hardening. "If there's anything I've 
figured out while being in this shit hole for the last few weeks it's 
that there are people around here that you don't wanna get involved 
with. And Harrington? He's one of them." he told her, turning his 
gaze forward. 


Billy pushed the key into the ignition, cranking the car up before 
whipping it out of the parking lot. They disappeared from the school 
with the tune of AC/DC echoing from the radio, leaving Steve to 
watch. 


He made a move to return to his car, feeling frustrated and ready to 
leave, but his foot stepped on something black, and suddenly his 
attention was drawn elsewhere. A notebook was picked up from the 
concrete, now resting in his hand. Steve immediately pinned it as 
Rowen's, given she had one in her lap too, but that only made him 
more frustrated. Now he had something that belonged to a girl he 


couldn't even approach. 

Great. 

2. 

Billy and Max drove to school alone the next day. 


It was more or less something mutually hated; Max knew this. Having 
to live with the guy and turn her mornings into a battle to snag the 
bathroom first was aggravating enough. But after witnessing him give 
a very familiar warning to Rowen, she was actually glad her 
stepsister didn't come. Max managed to figure out what had been 
bothering her all day the night before and honestly, it left her 
confused. She wasn't a job whiz. She was thirteen, she barely knew 
anything about it, but she knew Rowen deserved to get hired. She 
knew Neil too. Eight years of living with her step-family was more 
than enough time for Max to notice that he was angrier than most 
parents, and to notice that Billy was slowly turning into the same. To 
see Rowen genuinely worried for what would happen made her 
worried herself, and left her distracted all day. 


"Max!" A hand waved in front of her face. 
She blinked. "Sorry, what?" 


"I said if you want, you could meet me and Dustin at the arcade 
tomorrow. We're gonna be there all day." 


"Oh." Max nodded. "Yeah, sure. That sounds cool." 


Lucas looked at her confused. "What's with you? You've been out of it 
all day." 


She shook her head. "Sorry, I was just... thinking." 
"About what? You looked like you were stuck in a trance." 


She hesitated, shutting her locker. "It's my stepsister. She's been 
trying to find a job and my stepdad's been on her back about it." 


"Well, if it's her problem, then why are you distracted by it?" 


At first, Max stayed silent, adjusting her backpack on her shoulder. 
She didn't really know how to tell him without telling him. Then, 
"Well, she kind of lied about her interview going well and my stepdad 
isn't exactly the nicest when it comes to that. He just... he doesn't like 
being lied to." 


Lucas nodded his head, understanding, but still a little confused. 
"Does he know she lied about it?" 


"Not yet." 


The way Max answered made his brow crease. Lucas had lied to his 
parents before but it was never something that got them truly upset. 
It'd piss them off for a little while, sure, but never made them angry 


angry. 


"Tl see if I can get my mom to drop me off at the arcade tomorrow." 
Max paused at the front doors, tucking her skateboard under her arm. 


Lucas nodded. "Ok." 


She gave him a small smile, pushing the left door open. The redhead 
exited the middle school in the middle of the crowd, trying not to get 
pushed or trip as she descended the stairs. Once out, Max dropped 
her board on the ground, getting ready to skate down the road to the 
high school lot. 


But then, "Hey, Max!" 


She turned around to see Dustin, the same toothy smile across his 
face as usual. "Is your sister not picking you up today?" He pointed 
down the hill. Billy stood alone, leaning on the end of his Camaro. 
Dustin was already curious as to why Rowen didn't sit on the back 
like she did since he first saw her, but to not see her there at all? It 
made him wonder. He had told Max about his run-in with her the day 
before, and after blurting it out, also how he had faked a cold. He 
never went into the details as to why. 


"No." Max shook her head. "She didn't come with us this morning." 


"Shit. I was kinda hoping I could ask her for her help on something." 


"Help with what?" 


"You said she writes stories, right?" he asked. "Like when we were 
trick or treating, you mentioned it." 


"Yeah," her eyes narrowed. "Why?" 


Dustin grumbled, beginning his long explanation. "Mrs. Williams is 
on my ass about my grade in English. It's mainly my writing that's 
bringing it down and my mom can't help me at all. She's kinda 
terrible at that stuff too." He paused, laughing awkwardly. "I was 
wondering if Rowen could tutor me- if she does that kind of thing, 
anyway... but um, do you think you could ask her for me? Ya know, 
since she's not here." 


Max stared at him for a moment, mouth ajar. Rowen could use the 
money, she told herself. "I think she'd be open to it. She's really good 
at English, so..." she trailed off, eventually nodding her head. "Yeah... 
yeah, I'll ask her, sure." 


Dustin's toothy grin returned. "Awesome, thanks!" 


She gave him a half-smile, skating away on her board without 
another word. 


But then, it was only after she started down the hill that he 
remembered something. "Oh- hey! Are you coming to the arcade 
tomorrow?" he called out. 


"Maybe!" 
3. 
A knock came on their door at quarter-past six. 


At first, she thought it was Billy... but then again, he never knocked 
for anything. Not only that, he wasn't even home. Rowen turned to 
look at the clock on her nightstand, wondering if she had gotten 
caught up in her writing. She didn't. It was still early despite the sun 
now fully set. The only other people that could be behind the door 
were her dad and Susan... but normally they didn't get home for 
another half hour. 


Max glanced up at Rowen from her homework, confused. 


Rowen returned the expression. She stood from her bed, expecting to 
hear how Susan and her dad came home early and what they would 
be having for dinner. 


She wasn't entirely wrong when she opened the door, but her dad 
was alone, hands on his hips... and there was anger written all over 
his face. 


"We need to talk." 


With the low tone he spoke in, Rowen had a guess as to what was 
coming. 


Neil turned to his stepdaughter. "Max, leave the room please." 
"But-" 


"You can do your homework in the living room, just tell your mother 
to turn the TV down." his voice raised, making Max move a little 
quicker. 


Three became two and he turned back to Rowen. "What the hell is up 
with you, hm?" 


She never moved to respond; mainly confused, but hesitant to guess, 
too. 


"I ran into a friend from Hawkins Post earlier. Bruce Coleman: cool 
guy. We talked about work, about other things... then all of a sudden 
he started laughing. You wanna know what he was laughing about?" 
Neil paused, raising a finger. "He was laughing, about a girl who 
came in on Wednesday, dressed like some ‘drunk college kid’, 
completely embarrassing herself through the whole thing." 


Silence. 


"For a second I didn't think of it," Neil continued, "but when he asked 
me if my kid's name was Rowen: that's when I realized." 


She blinked. "A drunk college kid. That's what he told you?" 


"You lied to me." 


"Those assholes starting making comments about me the minute I 
came inside," she argued. "It wouldn't matter how I dressed." 


Neil raised his brow. "So you're telling me you actually did go in 
there dressed like some drunk college kid?" 


"No!" she objected, letting out a breath. "I tried to look nice with 
what I had, but they mocked me anyway." 


He began to rub at his beard. "So you started acting like a child when 
they fun of you for how you dressed, and when they told you no," 
Neil flung his hand out, "you walked out whining like a five-year-old, 
hm?" 

"They laughed me out of the building!" 


"So you stick your chin up and walk out of there with your head held 
high!" he shouted. 


Rowen scoffed. "You didn't hear what they said." 


"I don't care what the hell they were saying about you." he snapped, 
"Bottom line: you said it went well. It didn't. You lied to me." 


"So what? I didn't get the job. You would've yelled at me either way-" 


Rowen flung her hands up in frustration, but Neil gripped at her wrist 
before it could fall back at her side. 


Her throat went dry. 


"What did we talk about?" His voice was low, the same as Billy's was 
the day before. 


Silence. 
His grip tightened and he repeated, "What did I tell you?" 
She tensed. "No backtalk," 


"And?" 


"No lying." 


The few seconds he kept his hand around her arm felt like an 
eternity. She couldn't jerk out of his grip, not even when she felt a 
little soreness begin to twinge in her wrist. That would only make 
things worse. So, she was forced to wait. 


"Rowen?" 
He let go. 


Max stood in the doorway, glancing back and forth between her 
stepdad and stepsister. "Um, Dustin called to make sure you were 
coming over to tutor him later. His mom said you could stay for 
dinner if you wanted." 


Neil looked to his daughter expectantly. 


"Uh, yeah," Rowen nodded. "Yeah, I am. I'll leave in a little bit. 
Thanks, Max." 


The redhead nodded back, leaving immediately. 
"You're tutoring?" 


Her gaze jerked back to her dad. "Yeah," she muttered, rubbing her 
wrist. "Dustin's a kid in Max's class." 


Neil stared down at her, eventually nodding. "You can take my car," 
he grumbled, disappearing back into the hall. 


Once she heard his door shut, she breathed out deeply. Rowen's 
hands went over her eyes as they shut tightly. She wiped at her 
cheeks, looking around her room for her bag. Once found, she slung 
it around her shoulder, grabbing the keys to her dad's car without a 
word. She could hear Susan call out her name. She went ignored. 


Rowen rushed down the front porch and to the faded, blue Ford 
Pinto, pushing the key into the lock on the side. But the front door 
suddenly creaked, and she paused. Max came after her, stopping on 
the steps. 


"I meant to tell you about Dustin earlier," Max muttered. 
Rowen shook her head. "It's fine. Thanks for that." 


Her stepsister nodded. Both of them knew she didn't actually have to 
tutor Dustin. Rowen didn't even know about it until Max used it as an 
excuse. 


"You ok?" 
She took in a deep breath, admitting, "I've been worse." 


The redhead trailed down the steps, wrapping her stepsister in a hug. 
Rowen hugged her back, ruffling her hair lightly. "Thanks, speedster." 


Max pulled back without a word, making her way back up the porch, 
hearing the car door shut. She watched as Rowen pulled out of the 
driveway, only going back inside once she could no longer see the 
car. 


7. You Can't Cry Here 


The difference between California and Hawkins was that Rowen 
couldn't go anywhere in this freezing little town. 


On the west coast, she would always have the option to run away to 
a friends house for the night until her dad blew off steam... but in 
Hawkins? She couldn't go to anyone. She didn't know people here 
like she did at home, or at least she didn't know anyone well enough 
to randomly knock on their door at night, asking to sleep over for 
reasons she didn't want to talk about. She had that choice there, 
being able to avoid the angry face that she didn't want to go back to. 
She never wanted to go back to it, really; right now it was just 
escalated, as were her emotions. 


She told herself a drive would be enough; she'd go around town for a 
while until everything felt somewhat okay again. But now that she 
was alone, having driven for half an hour, she felt herself doing the 
opposite. She could still feel the soreness in her wrist from where her 
dad gripped it too tightly, making her angry, making tears form in 
her eyes; an unwanted consequence. 


But they spilled, and she found herself letting them spill. She needed 
to stop somewhere. 


She spotted a streetlight glowing over an empty lot, Rowen turned 
immediately. She twisted the steering wheel left, pulling into the area 
and snagging the first spot she saw without a second thought. She 
didn't even pay attention to where exactly she'd pulled the car into. 
People usually didn't care anyhow, and by the time her hand pushed 
the gear into park, she didn't care either. Rowen let her arms fold 
onto the top of the wheel, immediately resting her face on her hands. 
It was only then that she could feel tears fall onto her wrists. The 
pressure on her left one from the weight of her head made her wince, 
but despite the newly forming pain in it, she kept her face planted on 
top. It wasn't enough to make her open her eyes and stare out at 
whatever was happening around her. She didn't want to see whatever 
was happening either. 


Everyone in this town always looked so happy. Whether fake or not, 


right now, it all made her angry. The genuine happiness of some 
families along with the forced, pretend like everything's okay personas 
pushed at her in a way that was aggravating. People that actually 
loved or at least liked coming home made her envious, she admitted 
it, but it was their ignorance that really stood out; it pissed her off. 
Every time she met someone with that kind of life, it was as if they 
couldn't comprehend the fact that not all people could have a happy, 
go-lucky home. Rowen wasn't sure if Hawkins was like that- she was 
starting to believe it was -but she knew from what her siblings would 
tell her that people liked to pretend. 


The disappearance of Will Byers and Barbara Holland were two 
things she was quickly filled in on at the Halloween party, then by 
Max. 


Will was one of the four boys her stepsister referred to as stalker, 
weirdly. Questionable nicknames aside, though, she remembered how 
she said that his disappearance was quite a scare for everyone, as was 
Barbara's. The entire town freaked out, sent search parties for weeks, 
and while Will eventually turned up... Barb didn't. She figured search 
parties were kept out and about for her, but Max shook her head and 
said they weren't. Nothing else was done after Will was found. 


It didn't seem like a situation that would bother her at first, but the 
people who told her everything seemed even more unbothered as if it 
never happened. 


Rowen was never one to deny moving on. Everyone had to do that 
eventually... but they weren't just moving on. They were intentionally 
trying to forget. The day before, she had asked around about it as she 
was desperately looking for employment, but when asked, people 
either brushed it off or pretended as if they were clueless towards the 
disappearances. Not only that, she had to practically pull the stories 
out of the few who didn't. It was as if they were scared to tell a 
newcomer about something that didn't leave a good impression. 


Most people she'd see or talk to around Hawkins acted like that. They 
put up a mask and pretended like everything was great when it really 
wasn't. People just wanted to be perfect and live perfect little lives 
here and it didn't help the fact that she knew she couldn't, which was 
probably why she was crying in her dad's car in an empty parking lot 


instead of talking to someone. 
TAP! TAP! 


She jolted from her leaning position, sniffing and furiously wiping at 
her cheeks. Company was exactly what she tried to avoid with this 
unplanned late-night drive. Her gaze turned to her left, presenting a 
bearded and probably just as perturbed face. 


"You can't park here kid," he informed, pointing to his right, "Unless 
you were gonna come into the police station, you gotta move." 


She sniffed again, rolling down her window. "Sorry uh..." she paused, 
rubbing at her eyes, "sorry, I had to stop and this was the closest 
place. I can't exactly drive with blurry vision." 


His stare softened. "You ok?" The hat on his head was adjusted. 
Rowen nodded quickly. "Yeah, better." 


He pressed his lips in a tight line in response. She probably didn't 
look fine, therefore probably didn't sound convincing either. 


He took a step back, beckoning her outside. "Come out here." 


Her gaze dropped, but she unbuckled her seatbelt, doing as he said. 
Rowen stepped out, pushing the car door closed before leaning her 
hand on the top of the vehicle. 


She expected something along the lines of 'you're not okay now tell 
me what's up’, although after he stuffed his hands in his pockets, his 
eyes narrowed. "Hold on. Weren't you the kid that knocked on my 
window asking for directions a few days ago?" 


Now that he brought up the subject, she realized he was right. Rowen 
couldn't remember his name but she knew he was the guy she came 
to about finding the video store. The SUV at the front entrance of the 
station made her remember how he jolted when she was the one that 
tapped on his car window. 


The corners of her mouth just barely twitched up into a smile. "Yeah," 
She pointed to herself, "Rowen." 


"Hopper." He greeted, sticking out a hand. Once she shook his hand, 
he stuffed them back into his pockets with a huff. "Now, I was gonna 
give you the ole 'what are you doing in the police station parking lot 
at night crying' question, but with that look on your face I don't think 
I'm gonna get the answer." 


She wiped at her nose with her sleeve. "If it makes you feel any 
better, I don't talk to anyone about the situations that 'leave me in a 
police station parking lot at night crying'." 

He hummed. She didn't notice that he caught the sight of a bruise 
forming around her wrist. "Well, details aside . . " He paused, lifting a 
finger, "if I can tell you anything, it's that the remedy for all problems 
is at Ricky's Diner." 


Rowen gave him a confused look. 


Then, "The guy makes the best apple pie. It'll brighten your mood no 
matter what, I guarantee it." 


She couldn't help the amused expression that came across her face. 


In all seriousness, Hopper did enjoy Ricky's pie. The man made a 
mean dessert. Right now though, he'd hope it'd get a smile out of her. 
And it did which, for a moment, made him think his attempt to make 
a joke worked. 


Or at least until her smile faltered back to a frown. 


"Do you think he could get me a job too?" Her hands wrapped around 
her waist. 


"Is that why you asked me for directions to the video store after 
storming out of the Post?" 


She cringed. "You saw that?" 


"I was drawn into what I was doing but I still saw you stomp out, 
yeah." 


She went silent, drawing in a breath before dropping her gaze to her 
feet. 


"You know, you shouldn't have to worry so much about a job. Focus 
on school first, graduate." 


"I graduated in May, actually," she corrected. "And I'm not in college 
so..." she trailed off, hesitating to say anything more. Rowen began to 
shift back and forth on her feet. "My dad's been pushing me to find 
something." 


Hopper frowned. "Does he know you're out here right now?" 
"He thinks I'm tutoring a kid in my sister's class." 


The chief began to rub his beard. He was growing frustrated; not with 
Rowen, but the situation he started to see and understand. She was 
here, sniffling and wiping at her cheeks because of her dad, because 
she couldn't find a job that he was clearly pressuring her to find and 
get. The guy was pushing her to an extent that made her lie to get out 
of the house, and there was a bruise on her wrist, green and splotchy. 


He didn't want to assume. God, he really didn't. 


Hopper had seen enough bruises in his lifetime whether they were on 
others or on himself; he knew when they were old and when they 
were new. The one that Rowen now covered with her hand was far 
from old and the way it wrapped around her wrist told him she 
wasn't just clumsy. It made that familiar anger bubble up in his chest. 
He wanted to help. If her dad was anything at all related what he 
pictured he was, then he felt had to. 


Then, the idea came to him. "Why don't you come work at Hawkins 
PD?" 


"What?" 
"Here, at the police station. You could work here." 
Her mouth fell open, then closed. "You're serious?" 


"Yeah. Why not?" he shrugged. "It's nothing too difficult. You just 
take calls and write down what you hear, make sure the guys know 
what's goin’ down for the day. Flo's our secretary, but she works her 
ass off, answers the phone nonstop. She could use the help." 


She was at a loss. "But- wait. Don't you need certain qualifications to 
work at a police station? Like a college degree or something?" Of 
course that's the first thing that would come out of my mouth, she 
thought. 


"You'll be answering phones and taking reports, you'll be fine," he 
assured her, smiling. "The most interesting thing we've gotten in 
Hawkins in the past few years was an owl attacking an elderly 
woman's hair because it thought it was a nest." 


Even he thinks this place is dull. 

"You're eighteen, right?" 

She nodded. 

"So you're an adult. And you said you graduated, so it's all good." 


Rowen shifted on her feet, attempting to process everything she was 
hearing. She knew her mouth hung open but she couldn't find it in 
her to close it. 


"And to start," he paused reaching in his back pocket. Hopper pulled 
out his wallet, snatching a ten from one side before handing it to her. 
"So your dad doesn't ask why you came back from tutoring with no 
money." 


She probably looked like a statue, staring at him in the blank way she 
was with her mouth ajar. Rowen had to break herself out of it, 
tearing her gaze down to the green bill he held out towards her. 


She took it. "Can you actually do this?" She asked tentatively, folding 
the money in her hand. "Hire me, I mean." 


"I'm the chief of police, I could replace Flo with you if I wanted to." 
Her brows knitted together. "Really?" 


"No, she'd kill me if I did that, actually." He admitted. "But I can still 
hire you." 


Her gaze dropped back down to the money gripped between her 


fingers. Rowen bit her cheek, tossing his offer back and forth in her 
head. 


A moment of silence came over them. 


"So.." she trailed off, thinking, "this job... when would you want me to 
start?" 


He smiled. "Just come by Monday morning and I'll fill you in on 
everything. You don't have to start then, we'll just get you adjusted." 


For a moment Rowen forgot her words. She didn't realize all she had 
done was nod until it hit her, making her shake her head. "Um, thank 
you," she said, voice suddenly louder than the previous mumbling, 
"really- you're really helping me out." 


Hopper shrugged. "Well, I know how hard finding a job is," he told 
her, bobbing his head to the side. "And I hate seeing kids cry." 


She looked back down to the money still gripped in her hand, stuffing 
it in her jean pocket as he walked back to the police station. 


Once at the front door, he paused, lifting an arm up and pointing a 
finger at her. "And don't come in before me. Come somewhere around 
11 o'clock, okay?" 

"Got it." 

"Monday." 

"Monday," she repeated. 


Hopper nodded his head in approval, gripping the door handle. 
"Good. Now get out of my parking lot." 


2. 


When the porch lights of their house came into view, Rowen noted 
how Billy's car filled the empty space in the driveway. 


She rolled her eyes at how he parked, attempting to maneuver 
around the Camaro so she could get their dad's car in its usual spot. 


He hated when it wasn't. 


Twisting the key and turning the engine off, she checked her watch. 
7:50. Around an hour and a half passed. That's enough time to be gone 
for a tutoring session, right? 


The house seemed quiet from the outside, even as she reached the 
front porch. When she came inside the TV was the first thing she 
heard. Her dad's snoring was the second thing she heard. He was 
asleep in the recliner, so she could retreat to her room without going 
through an uncomfortable stare down or any more angry 
conversations. 


Quietly, she stepped through the living room into the dining room, 
making a b-line for her bedroom. But the growling in her stomach 
made her stop. Max had mentioned Dustin's mother offering to make 
dinner, so she couldn't snag any leftovers. Rowen mentally groaned, 
wishing she hadn't said that. 


She picked a banana from the bunch on their kitchen counter, 
retreating back into the hall towards her room. Rowen twisted the 
doorknob open, intending to throw her bag on her bed, but she was 
met with Max, knocked out in the middle of it with paper lying at her 
feet. 


Rowen smirked. Fell asleep doing homework, she thought. She's turning 
into me. 


Instead, she set her bag down at her nightstand, tugging out the ten- 
dollar bill from her jeans and stuffing it inside. Frankly, she had a 
hard time believing that her conversation with Hopper actually 
happened. All this time spent looking for a job and she finally found 
one after parking somewhere she wasn't supposed to. She was 
thankful for it, of course, but the irony... it was painful. Physically 
painful. 


She quickly changed into a long sleeve shirt and pajama pants before 
collecting the multiple pieces of paper off her bed, trying to be quiet, 
annoyed with the loud crumbles of her stepsister's homework. The 
pile was placed onto Max's bed, as were her pencil and shoes, then 
her bookbag. Rowen didn't have the heart to wake her up and move 


her, so instead, she attempted to slide the redhead over to one side. 
Then another door clicked open. 
"Ro." 


She turned around to see her brother, barefoot but still in the same 
clothes he wore earlier. He looked exactly the same as he did that 
morning, all except for the expression on his face. Someone's angry. 


Her brows knitted together. "What crawled up your butt and died?" 
she muttered, aware of the fact that her stepsister was sleeping. 


"Where were you?" 

"Why do you care?" 

"Just answer the question," he grumbled. 

Rowen made a face. "Just answer the question." she mocked. 


She dragged her bedroom door closed. "I was tutoring a kid in Max's 
class," she told him, arms crossed. "Again, why do you care?" 


Billy huffed. "Well, while you were gone you missed a screaming 
match." 


"What the hell are you talking about?" 


They heard a shift in another room, making Billy jerk his head in the 
direction of the living room. He scowled. Billy suddenly grabbed her 
wrist, dragging her into his room. 


He grabbed the left one. "Ow!" she winced, whisper-yelling, "Billy let 
go!" 


But he kept his grip. "What? Are you suddenly sensitive now?" 


"Seriously- let. go," she jerked her wrist out of his grip, immediately 
covering it with her other hand. She let out a breath. He'd gripped it 
right where the bruise was forming and it made the area begin to 
throb a little. 


That was when his expression dropped. Billy's gaze followed down to 
the wrist she was cradling. "What happened?" 


"Nothing." 


"Don't bullshit me, Ro," he muttered, grabbing at her hand so he 
could see. She had no choice but to extended her arm out, giving him 
a clear view of that same bruise. 


Billy glared down at it, anger reappearing on his face quicker than it 
left. He looked back up at her. "Did he do this?" He pointed his gaze 
towards the closed door. 


Rowen pulled her hand from his grip, keeping her eyes on it. She 
didn't answer. 


"Is that why he started yelling at me the minute I got back here?" he 
pushed. 


No answer. 
"Rowen." 


"Yes, ok. It is," she snapped. "He found out I lied to him about my 
interview and I decided ‘hey, I'm not gonna let you walk all over me 
and make me feel shitty about myself for once’, so I decided to speak 
up for myself and guess what?" She held up her bruised wrist. 


Billy stared daggers at it. He mumbled something under his breath, 
moving past her for the door. 


Rowen blocked him. "Don't-" He tried getting past her, but she only 
pushed him back. "Billy don't be an idiot." 


"You're the idiot letting him get away with that." He argued, voice 
raising. 


"Oh, so you don't let him get away with what he does to you, hm?" 
She shot back. 


Billy shut his mouth; for the first time in a long time to her. 


"Do I want him to get away with it? No," she continued. "Is he still 
our dad? Sadly. We can point fingers at him all we want but he'd still 
get away with it. You're not eighteen yet and he's the only reason I'm 
not on the street and begging for a job at the same time." 


She was only making him more frustrated, but he never moved to say 
anything. 


She shrugged. "Standing up to him only makes him angrier." They 
both knew that. 


Admitting it made her feel helpless. Truthfully, it made Billy feel that 
way too... and he hated it. She knew he did because she hated it too. 
Only, Billy had a nearly obsessive need to be in control of everything 
and the situation between them and their dad was the one thing he 
couldn't steer. 


"You're telling me to ignore what he did?" 


"No, I'm-.." she flung her hands up in exasperation. "I'm just saying 
there are some things that we can't do anything about... or I mean we 
could but it would only make things worse." 


Billy began to shift back and forth on his feet, dragging his hands 
down his face. "This is bullshit- this is all bullshit." He plopped onto 
his bed. 


Rowen began to rub lightly at her wrist again. "It's temporary too." 
He looked back up at her. 

"You remember what we promised, right?" 

Billy nearly rolled his eyes, but he nodded. 

"Maybe when we go back home you won't be so pissy," she muttered. 


Rowen could've sworn she almost got a laugh out of him. The corners 
of his mouth just barely twisted up. She was probably just tired, 
though, which is why she began to leave his room headed for her 
closed door. 


"Back to the beach," she heard him mutter. 


She paused in her tracks, her gaze kept on the door. The beach. She 
nodded to herself, opening the door, shutting it behind her. 


8. Connecting Dots 


When Monday came, Rowen found herself unexpectedly nervous. 
Come Sunday afternoon, she found the courage to let her dad know 
that she found someone who would hire her. His reaction was 
nothing more than what she expected: slightly surprised yet overall 
unphased. Susan actually seemed overjoyed for her, which in 
retrospect, wasn't something any of them were used to, but it made 
Rowen feel a touch more confident, which in turn made her think 
that anything that came after would be a breeze. 


But once the sun rose, her nerves began to creep back up with it. 


Even with the sentimental turn her conversation with her brother 
took a couple days before, that didn't do anything to change his sour 
mood when they all woke up that morning. Rowen was in no way 
going to be able to take their dad's car to the police station. He left 
before they did every morning, and obviously, he needed 
transportation to get back home. The only other car available was 
Billy's. 


That's when his mood became sourer (if that was even possible). 


They could've argued about it until he turned blue in the face but she 
wouldn't budge from her stance. She needed to take the Camaro 
again, there was no other way she could possibly get to the station. 
Of course, Billy's pride came out during this conversation. He didn't 
want people to continue to see his sister taking his car and basically 
"pick him up" at the end of the school day. That was, according to 
him, a big blow to his reputation; not to mention the fact that it was 
his car, which she was well aware of. Rowen rolled her eyes so much 
in a span of ten minutes that she thought they might get stuck in that 
position. 


They had a knack for being stubborn, but she was always more so, 
and now that she had a job to get to, it only elevated. So, to put it 
simply, as they stalked out to the shiny blue car, Rowen told her 17- 
year-old brother to suck it up and quit acting like a child. Admittedly, 
his reaction was funny. A list of profanities were mumbled under his 
breath and for a few seconds, Billy's face nearly matched the color of 


Max's hair. From the time she climbed out of the passenger's seat to 
the time she drove away from Hawkins High, she could feel him 
glaring daggers into the back of her head. Even after she was well 
away from the school she could still feel it. 


But it disappeared, along with everything else that had been 
squashed under her nerves. 


Rowen made sure to come in at 11 am on the dot, after Hopper, like 
he told her to. She didn't exactly know what to call him. Hopper, 
Chief, Chief Hopper. Definitely not Jim, she thought. That day could 
go into an unnecessarily long conversation about why adults hated it 
when kids would call them by their first names. She would know; she 
had her fair share of lectures from teachers after doing so. Although, 
her thoughts were shifting from one thing to the other so fast that she 
eventually forgot the debate she started with herself, now questioning 
her clothing choice (even though she felt fine with it earlier). Rowen 
was very rarely nervous around people, but ever since she began to 
stretch herself trying to find someone to employ her, she found that 
her anxiousness had returned. Even with the knowledge that the guy 
who did employ her was a relatively nice person. 


She parked in the same spot she had that Friday night, keys jiggling 
in her jean pocket like always. Rowen grabbed for the cool metal of 
the door, feeling instant relief for wearing a long sleeve shirt after a 
cool front hit her in the face inside. Her hand tugged at the left sleeve 
immediately, hoping that it wouldn't slip up at any point during the 
day. By now, her bruise was very visible, therefore makeup was 
useless, so she was left to hope that her sleeve would stay over it. 


"Hello," an older woman greeted her, wide glasses and a warm smile 
adorning her face. 


Rowen smiled back. "Hi." 
The woman lifted up a finger. "You must be Rowen." 
Rowen's brow raised. "Uh, yes. I am." 


"Hopper told us all about you when he got in this morning," she 
explained. "I'm Florence, but you can call me Flo. Come on 'round." 


She beckoned Rowen to come through the open door at her right. "He 
insisted that he'd be fine showing you the ropes on his own but I 
know the second I leave he'll be pilled up with phone calls and places 
to go like he is right now. Besides, it's better you learn from the 
person you'll be helping in the first place." 


"That's a relief," Rowen admitted cheekily, letting Flo take her bag 
and place it next to the chair behind her desk. "I was wondering how 
he would 'show me the ropes' as he said when he isn't even here." 


Flo chuckled. "That would be a sight even if he was here." 


Rowen sat, fidgeting in the awkward silence, folding her hands in her 
lap. 


"You alright, sweetheart?" 
She met Flo's concerned gaze. 


"Oh, yeah, I'm fine," she told her. "I'm just... wondering why he 
offered me the job." 


Flo looked at her quizzically. 


"I mean I'm grateful for it, of course." Rowen continued. "I just didn't 
think that a police station would hire an eighteen-year-old." 


The older woman cracked a smile. "Oh sweetheart, you've got nothing 
to worry about," she assured. "Hawkins is a small town. Age don't 
matter with a job like the one you're taking on. What people 'Il notice 
is the fact that you're helping a poor old woman out." 


"Really?" 


"Believe me. Besides, I know the station 'll take anyone if it means I'm 
not here every waking moment." 


"You're damn right." A humorous voice piped up from the back. 
Rowen turned to see an officer reclined back in the seat at his desk, 
newspaper covering most of his face. 


"That's Powell." Flo introduced, her mouth now in a tight line. 


Rowen threw an amused smile his way before shaking her head. 
"Sorry, I'm just nervous," she admitted, watching the older woman 
rearrange a stack of papers on her desk. 


Flo smiled. "You'll do just fine." 
2. 


For the first half-hour, she would watch what the older woman did; 
observing, listening. She probably made one too many mental notes 
at times, but because of her anxiousness, her brain had somewhat 
kicked into high gear when they started. They would occasionally 
switch, letting Rowen take a swing at the so-called ridiculous phone 
calls they would receive (which was something she learned to be 
quite true. People complained about everything). Then they would 
switch again, and Rowen would be writing things down. By the time 
12 o'clock rolled around, Rowen was taking over completely and Flo 
sat there in her lonesome with a content smirk plastered onto her 
face as she watched. It was nothing major that Rowen had to master. 
Hopper was being completely literal when he said all she would be 
doing was taking calls and writing reports down. Her nerves were the 
sole reason for making it seem like she had to climb a mountain to do 
what she would be doing, but even that eventually disappeared along 
with the rest of her doubts. Flo was a very reassuring person despite 
the initial tight-lipped expression you would receive when you first 
walk into the police station. It made Rowen feel more comfortable 
and she appreciated it. Even the quiet look of approval from the 
barren desk she sat at was supportive. 


Aside from the lengthy calls from complaining residents and reports 
of which half were thrown out, Rowen let Powell know where he 
needed to go a grand total of once, and she hadn't seen him since. In 
fact, other than Flo, she hadn't seen anyone else at all since she came 
in. 


That is until the door swung open to present a pair of voices going 
back and forth. 


Rowen pinned one as Hopper straight away, although that's all she 
could do considering there was a man on the other end of the phone 
held to her ear. She had already narrowed down what his problem 


was on the notepad in front of her yet he was still complaining 
heavily about the problem. Apparently, his neighbor 'Merrill' 
poisoned many different crops the night of Halloween, and now the 
man speaking to her was claiming that Merrill hit his crops as well. 
She had written this down maybe two minutes ago and yet, he was 
still talking. 


"Mr. Neary, you've explained this to me already— I've written it 
down. We'll send someone to come speak with you." 


This only further pushed his rambling. 
"Hey, Hargrove." 


Hopper's voice etched its way in between her ear and the phone, 
distracting amidst the rambles she was trying to listen to. She held up 
a finger as if telling him to hold on. "Yes, yes I heard you," she told 
the voice on the other end, rolling her eyes. "Mr. Neary, you've 
repeated this over and over." 


And then she heard something that most definitely wouldn't be 
disclosed to Flo. "Excuse me?" 


Now she looked up to Hopper, who in return looked at her confused. 
She resorted to taking the phone away from her ear, letting it dangle 
in her hand. Now they both could hear the Neary's voice wail away in 
complaints about his neighbor. Eventually, she leaned forward to 
speak into the phone again. "Listen, buddy, I said we'll have someone 
come by to speak with you and that's what's gonna happen- don't bad 
mouth the messenger." 


She wasn't sure if her words reached his ears, but either way, Rowen 
hanged up immediately. Her gaze shifted over to Hopper, who was 
now searching through a desk drawer. 


"Nothing more interesting than an owl attacking an elderly woman's 
hair, huh?" 


He looked up from the map he was unfolding, shrugging. "You can 
never be completely accurate with those things when you work at a 
police station." 


She never agreed with anything more. 
"So what'd ole Neary call to complain about so loudly?" 


Rowen folded her forearms, looking down to the writing on the small 
notepad. "Well, according to him, many farmers' crops 've been 
poisoned by one of their neighbors. A guy called Merrill? Mr. Neary 
thinks the guy decided to add his crops to the list and poison them 
last night." 


Hopper's brows knitted together. He pulled out a red pen, waving her 
over to the desk his map was on top of. "Come 'ere." 


She abandoned Flo's desk, coming to stand next to him. 


"You've got better eyes than me." Hopper began to remove papers 
from the bulletin board. "Look for the name Danford Creek," he told 
her, "Right above it is Neary's farm. Draw an X there." 


She dragged her hand along the map, searching for the name until 
she came upon it, marking the spot above the name. 


"What's the news, Chief?" 
She looked up to see another man walk in with Powell. 


"Rowen, this is Callahan." Hopper introduced. "Callahan, Rowen 
Hargrove. She's gonna be helping Flo out from now on." 


"Finally got someone to relieve us of the many hours of Flo, huh?" 
Callahan joked. 


"Jokes later," Hopper interjected. "I need to know all the farms that 
got hit." 


She smirked, shifting to the left of the desk before leaning her hands 
against it. 


"Well, there's Eugene's farm," Powell informed. 


"Draw an X there." Hopper pointed to her. 


"And we found some more by Gilbert's farm." 

Rowen drew an X on every location they listed. 

"Anywhere else?" she asked. 

The two officers went silent. 

"That was it," Powell said. 

"That was it or did you guys just get tired?" Hopper questioned. 
"It was getting dark." 

"It was getting really dark." 

The chief rolled his eyes. "They're called flashlights you dip-shits." 


The X's Rowen drew on the map distracted her from the following 
conversation. She looked over the marks repeatedly, confusion 
budding, wheels turning. There was something sticking out to her 
about the way the locations aligned, something that was there but 
not close enough to see... 


"They look like they're going in circles." 
The conversation stopped. 
"What?" 


She looked up to the three. "The locations. They look like they form 
circles." 


Hopper came to the other side of the desk, staring down at where she 
was pointing on the map. 


"Like if it was 'connect the dots' or something," she thought aloud, 
beginning to connect the locations, drawing circles. "I don't know if 
that means anything, I just noticed." 


"No no," Hopper shook his head, "I think you're onto something," he 
told her, staring intently at the map. Eventually, he placed his finger 
on a white square in the center of the circles. 


And then he took the map. 


Hopper stood from his leaned position on the desk, folding the map 
in his hand while grabbing for his hat from the coat rack at the same 
time. 


"Chief, what you doin'?" 


Rowen looked between Powell and now quick-walking Hopper. 
"Where's he going?" 


"Chief!" 
Nothing. 
3. 


When 3 o'clock rolled around, Rowen found herself at the 
increasingly familiar spot in Hawkins High's parking lot. 


She'd almost forgotten about her siblings beforehand, being 
completely distracted by the crop situation happening around town. 
After Hopper left in a rush, she barely saw him again for the 
remainder of the time she was at the station. Powell told her that the 
poisoning of the crops had been an ongoing issue. Something about a 
sticky substance covering dead crops and pumpkin patches. He tried 
to ease her confusion, although he himself was still confused about it, 
so they were all just left to question the situation . . and to wonder 
why Hopper was so invested in it. Even now as Rowen waited for her 
siblings, she thought about it all. The marks on the map that 
connected to form circles circling circles, the spot Hopper was 
pointing to. Weirdly, it reminded her of her unfinished Halloween 
story sitting on top of her nightstand at home. Quite a few things in 
Hawkins began to, actually. 


"Hey." 
She looked up to see Max step off her skateboard. 
"Did you tell Dustin that I could tutor him?" 


The redhead nodded, kicking up her board before tucking it under 


her arm. "He said you could come at 7 tonight." 


"Did his mom actually offer dinner this time?" She knew Max was the 
only one she could joke about that subject with. 


A smile just barely twitched onto her stepsister's face. "Yes." 


The look on Max's face made her chuckle. She had left her younger 
sibling feeling slightly guilty on Saturday morning after telling her 
that a banana was all she could eat the night before without raising 
questions. 


"The hell you laughing at?" 

Rowen turned to her right to see Billy walk up to the car. 
"Nothing," she answered simply, tossing him his keys. 
The low grumble and jerk at his keys didn't go unnoticed. 
"What's got you so grumpy?" 


Billy paused in his movements. "Nothing." he mocked. The car door 
was jerked open before he roughly slid into the driver's seat. 


Rowen's brows drew together. Seeing her brother in a bad mood was 
nothing new, but right now it was more so. She ignored his comment, 
moving to slide off the back of the car. 


Then, "Hey Ro?" 
She glanced up at Max. "What?" 


"You remember that guy that Billy got mad at? The one that was 
talking to you?" 


"Yeah.." Her thoughts immediately went to Harrington, confused. 
"Why?" 


Max looked over at her. "He's staring over here." 


Rowen followed her stepsister's previous gaze. Sure enough, 
Harrington was staring. The second she caught him, however, he 


turned away, fiddling with the keys in his hands before climbing into 
his own car. 


She glared at his car suspiciously, watching as he drove off. First, the 
crashing into her without a word, then the apology turned ‘extended 
conversation she didn't want to have', now this. It was beginning to 
make her uncomfortable. 


Then, she felt the Camaro she sat on come to life. "Hey, shit-birds! 
Lounging time is over, let's go!" 


Both she and Max rolled their eyes simultaneously. 
"Very classy with the nickname." 
She glowered at her brother as they climbed into the car, but he was 


unphased as per usual, whipping out of the parking lot with his radio 
blaring. 


9. You, Me, and the Lizard You Can't See 


"Ok, so I think I know why you're failing English." Rowen stared 
down at the pile of graded papers in near horror. "Your teacher made 
it clear: your grammar is all over the place." 


Dustin groaned. "Yeah, it's shit, I know." 


"But your writing never seems to fit together either. Like you'll start 
talking about one thing and then shift to another topic," she circled a 
few places in the paragraphs, "which kind of relates to what you were 
writing before, but at the same time doesn't make sense. It doesn't 
flow well." 


Dustin flung his hands up in exasperation. "Great. First my grammar's 
shit and now I can't make sense either." He muttered. 


"Oh c'mon, don't be so hard on yourself," she said, giving him a 
sympathetic look. "Everyone needs practice." 


He huffed loudly through his nose, leaning his head in his hand. 
"You just need to learn how to go from one point to the other." 
"Ok, so how do I do that?" 


Rowen smiled. "Again, practice. I'll help you out, don't worry. That's 
what you're mom's paying me for right?" 


Dustin's gaze slid down to the table. 


He let out a nervous laugh. "Yeah, right. It's not like I asked you to 
tutor me because I wanted to hang out with you or something." 


Her eyes narrowed. She saw his cheeks just barely flush red. 


"Well if you did, that'd be okay too." Rowen handed him back his 
stack of English assignments, something which he immediately put 
on the opposite end of the table. 


He reached for his bookbag, pulling out a black journal. "I uh, got 


one like yours," he smiled. "Max said you had a ton of these." 
"I have quite a few, yeah." 


"I thought it could be something that I could use for practice, like I 
could make notes and stuff from what you tell me and come back to 
it when I need it." 


She smiled. "That's smart of you." 


"Thanks," he grinned, opening the notebook. "So um... basically, last 
Friday, I got my English teacher to give me a chance to make up one 
of my assignments. It was a fictional story- I completely bombed it. 
But after some convincing, she's letting me rewrite it." 


"Alright." 


He showed her the first few pages in his journal. They were 
somewhat filled in, mostly with short paragraphs and side notes. "I've 
already started, but I was hoping you'd help me with the whole thing, 
but what I really need help with is something I haven't written down 
yet." 


"And what would that something be?" 


Dustin hesitated, folding his hands over each other, then placing 
them flat on the table. "Basically, it's a supernatural story. Ya know, 
ghosts, monsters, the cool stuff." 


Rowen nodded, ushering him to continue. 


"So the main character; he finds this... creature late at night as he's 
coming home. It's really small, it makes weird noises, he has no idea 
what it is. At first, I thought he'd take it to the police or something 
cuz ya know, it's weird. It appeared out of nowhere, he doesn't know 
what it can do..." He trailed off. 


"But?" 


"But it isn't dangerous. Or at least as far as he knows. So, he doesn't 
think taking it to the police is a good idea because if it is just a 
harmless little creature . . he's scared they might hurt it." 


"Ok. That makes sense," she encouraged. "It sounds like a pretty solid 
idea, so what is it that you need my help with, exactly?" 


He hesitated once more. "The thing is, is that he's curious. He wants 
to figure out what it is but he can only figure out so much by himself. 
And I think he really wants to show it to someone. But I don't know if 
he should and if he does, I don't know who he should show it to." 


Rowen stared down at the table, thinking. "Well, it's your decision 
obviously, but if he does decide to show it to someone, does he have 
any friends that he could show it to? People he trusts?" 


Dustin sat in thought for a moment. 


"I think so," he began, fiddling with his hands. "He has friends; close 
friends. But he's not sure if they'll believe him." 


"Well if they're close friends like you say they are, then wouldn't they 
believe him? If he's honest and shows them that he's serious, then 
they should be open to hearing whatever he has to say." 


Dustin, despite having his gaze fixated on the scribble-filled 
notebook, nodded as she spoke. "Ok, yeah." He grabbed for the pencil 
to his left, jotting something down. His gaze turned back to her. "So 
he's just gotta convince them that he's really serious and when he 
shows them, they'll believe him and it'll all be cool." 


Rowen's jaw dropped open. "Well, when he shows them, they'll 
believe that he found a weird creature, yeah, but you're missing 
something. You said it yourself, he has do idea what the thing is. 
People won't just believe that something they don't know and don't 
recognize is harmless. He has to have information to back that up. So 
if one of his friends gets scared of it, they won't try to beat at it or kill 
it." Rowen paused, pointing a finger at him. "Assuming this thing can 
be killed. Or can it?" 


Dustin shrugged. "I don't know yet. I'm still figuring that part out. 
And whether or not it's dangerous." 


"Ok," she nodded. "Well, until you figure that out, we can start with 
your grammar." She gave him a pointed look; one which made a 


bashful smile appear on his face. 


Rowen paused, looking over her shoulder. "Before that though, 
where's your restroom?" 


"It's at the end of the hall." Dustin pointed behind her. "The last door 
on the right." 


She stood, making her way over and into the hall. 


Rowen knew that Dustin's bad grammar wasn't the sole reason for her 
being there. He wasn't lying when he said he needed help; his writing 
proved that to her all on its own. But if he had asked her to tutor him 
partially to hang out with her, she wouldn't be surprised. He never 
came to her about the tutoring himself, yet when she didn't show up 
after school on Friday, he got Max to ask her about it. He made an 
effort to get her there which, in hindsight, was probably a little weird 
considering they only met once; nevermind the fact that she never 
told him she was good in English or wrote stories. But Dustin was a 
nice kid, and she thought it was sweet that he asked her for help 
instead of an actual tutor. Besides, helping him out was one of the 
few things that she could see herself enjoying while in this town; her 
job being another. Both kept her away from the house for a few hours 
and both provided her with money. They were two things that 
brought her closer to what she wanted. Dare she say, she was happy 
that an Indiana cop caught her crying in her dad's car. She was glad a 
thirteen-year-old made a weirdly persistent effort to get her to tutor 
him. Because, for once, things felt like they were beginning to happen 
the way she wanted, and it was relieving. 


Her gaze followed down the dimly lit space to the end of the hall 
where she expected the bathroom would be. Weirdly, as she walked 
further down, she felt it getting colder. The hall was a narrow, 
relatively short space, so to go from being comfortable to feeling a 
little chilly? It was weird. Maybe they had an airconditioning 
problem? 


A shrill scream erupted from behind her. 


"Jesus." Rowen drew in a sharp breath, nearly jumping out of her 
skin. 


She turned to face a door on the opposite side of the hall, one that 
was closed, keeping her from seeing what was on the other side. The 
sound was weak, enough to where she was sure she could have 
imagined it. 


Her gaze briefly went back down the hall. She could just barely spot 
the back of Dustin's head. He was oblivious, sitting at the dining table 
while the living room behind him was left empty, just barely lit by 
the TV. Rowen recalled how he told her that they owned a cat. She 
had yet to see the tabby that Mrs. Henderson affectionately called 
Mews, and while her mind automatically went to that for the answer, 
she knew that the shriek she just heard definitely didn't come from a 
cat. If it did . . well, then Hawkins had some weird felines. 


Then the sound came again, shorter and gurgling. 
Definitely didn't imagine it. 

It came again. 

That is definitely not a cat. 

What the hell did Dustin have in there? 


Against her uncertainty, she took a step towards the door, blocking 
out the faint sound of the TV. She heard it a fourth time, then she 
heard a purr follow. Her gaze landed on a tan and white cat to her 
left. Mews appeared from another room, staring her down for a 
moment before trotting off. 


Ok, now she was confused. The sound didn't come from Mews, but 
Dustin never said anything about having any other pets. So what was 
in there? 


"Rowen?" 
She nearly jumped. 


Dustin stood at the end of the hall, looking at her in slight concern. 
"What are you doing?" 


"Sorry uh..." she trailed off, looking back and forth between him and 


the door, "I just-" her finger pointed towards the door, "I heard a 
weird sound come from that room." 


His expression was unreadable. 


"I know you said you had a cat but I just saw him go into the living 
room." 


Dustin's brow raised. "O-oh! Yeah, I have another pet. It's a... it's a 
lizard." 


"A lizard?" 


"Yeah," He laughed. "He's a talkative little guy. He hates it when I 
leave him alone, never shuts up." 


Rowen stared at the thirteen-year-old, mouth ajar. Eventually, she 
nodded, mumbling out an "ok". 


"Should we get back?" Dustin asked, pointing his thumb behind him. 
"Yeah, uh. I still haven't gone to the bathroom yet so just a second." 


He nodded, giving her a small smile before trailing back to the dining 
table. 


Rowen watched as he left, eventually trailing her gaze back to the 
door. A lizard, huh. She thought. 


She never heard the sound again. Not as she went into the bathroom 
or came out. Not as she slowly walked out of the hall, waiting to hear 
it again. It just went quiet. 


2. 
Here was the rundown of how things went for the next few days. 


Rowen woke up to the sound of Max banging on the bathroom door. 
The redhead would yell at her stepbrother to hurry up and he would 
yell back. Rowen would roll her eyes, forcing herself to leave the 
warmth of her bed because she actually had a job to get to. She was 
always the first one to finish getting ready (and the first to eat if they 


had the time). If she wasn't well, then Billy would try to leave 
without her to save himself the embarrassment of his sister taking his 
car. She always beat him to it, but that only pushed him to complain. 
And complain he did; every morning. It wasn't like she cared. She had 
no other option, therefore he didn't either. But God did she wish she 
had a sock to stuff in his mouth so he would shut up. 


His complaining was turning into a regular part of their routine, as 
were the waves she received from Tina and . . Carol? I think? Two 
girls that were somehow still clinging to her brother's arms and 
reaching for her good graces. And when they would leave, Tommy H. 
would appear before she could climb into the driver's seat. His 
attempt to flirt was, to put it in her terms, miserable. While any 
highschool girl probably would've fallen right into his charms, Rowen 
did all she could to not roll her eyes. She wasn't interested. And 
according to her brother, Tommy was a grade-A asshole. Billy didn't 
exactly have the right to point fingers, but she knew if he ever called 
someone an ass, then that usually meant they were. On top of that, 
Tommy and Carol were supposedly dating. It was weird to hear that 
they were, considering Carol's attention was on Billy and Tommy's 
was on her, but Rowen didn't want to get herself dragged into yet 
another episode of teen drama. 


Technically speaking she was still a "teenager" herself, being eight. 
teen, but she wasn't in high school anymore, which meant she didn't 
want to get involved in the lives of teens that followed her younger 
brother like a band of puppies. So, when Tommy would come up to 
her in the morning, the "I have to get to work" excuse was used 
repeatedly. 


Her afternoons were the same repetitive process as the mornings 
were. After the first day of her job, she convinced Hopper to give her 
a little leeway when 3 o'clock rolled around. She would leave to get 
her siblings, drop them off at their house (something that made Billy 
even more pissed off), and come right back to the station. 


It became a routine she was willing to fall into. 


Wednesday morning was particularly chilly and Billy was particularly 
pissed off; for reasons he wouldn't disclose, of course. Their tug into 
the high school parking lot was significantly louder than usual 


because of it, as well as quicker. He roughly threw her the keys 
before sliding out of the driver's seat, slamming the door shut. The 
cigarette he'd been smoking the entire drive there was tossed to the 
ground, and he walked away without a word. Billy's grumbling was 
nothing new. Normally, it would annoy her; make her call him out 
even though he always ignored what she said. But Rowen kept her 
mouth shut this time. Right now, she knew exactly why he was pissed 
off, stalking towards the school at a quick pace instead of letting his 
so-called friends catch up with him. The reasons for his bitterness just 
so happened to be shouted out on the other side of her door the night 
before, followed by a door slam and Billy's music being played later 
than she liked. She was annoyed by his attitude, but she also didn't 
want to make matters worse just because he said something she 
thought was rude. 


Unlike Tommy, Tina, Carol, or whoever the hell followed her brother 
around at this school, Rowen knew when it was time to leave him 
alone. She knew when he didn't want to be messed with, poked at, or 
asked questions, and unless Billy was secretly getting along with 
these people, she knew they didn't share her knowledge. It made her 
mentally prepare for what would come when she returned at 3 
o'clock. 


Much to her pleasure, Tommy H. chose to leave her alone and not 
appear this morning. She managed to throw a "see yah" Max's way 
before the redhead skated up the hill. 


As the engine roared to life she began to rub her hands together, 
feeling the chill that crept onto her fingers somewhat disappear. 
Getting used to Hawkins's chilly weather proved to be harder than 
she hoped. Once her seatbelt was clicked into place, Rowen was 
ready to roll up the window to keep any more warmth from escaping 
the car. 


Until, "Hey, Hargrove! Hold on!" 


Rowen shut her eyes briefly, sighing in slight annoyance. She knew 
exactly who that voice belonged to. Her gaze turned to the left, 
immediately landing on Harrington or "King Steve" as her brother so 
frequently called him. 


"What are you doing here?" 
A smirk just barely twitched onto his face. "Going to school?" 


The glare she gave him was unquestionable, not missed in the 
slightest. Harrington's mouth fell back into a line as he held out a 
black notebook, one which clearly displayed her handwriting on the 
front. She hadn't noticed he was holding it till he brought it to her 
attention. "This fell off of the back of your car on Friday." 


Her mouth fell open, "Oh," she stared up at the notebook, eventually 
taking it from his grasp. "Uh, thanks." Rowen turned her gaze away 
from him, tossing the notebook in the passenger seat. "I forget how 
many of these I have sometimes." 


Her comment amused him. "Do you have those things coming out of 
your ears or something?" 


She ignored his question, leaning her arm on the edge of the car 
window. "Listen, you really shouldn't be talking to me. I don't have 
time to talk, anyway." 


"Why?" he asked, "Because your brother told me to stay away, I can't 
even give you your journal back?" 


"This isn't the best time, ok?" 


"Well, every other time I saw you weren't exactly the best times 
either. This was the first time I've been able to catch you without 
him." 


Rowen sighed, bringing her arm back into the car. "Look, Sunglasses: 
I need to go to work and you've got school so why don't you just-" she 
shooed him with a wave of her hand, "-go." 


He gave her a look. "You know that's not actually my name, right?" 


"Mhm," she forced a tight-lipped smile, "Now leave before Billy or 
one of his new minions catch you." 


He let out a huff. "Before Billy or one of his minions catch me?" he 
echoed. "What, does he boss you around, too?" 


Rowen was taken aback. "Excuse me?" 


"I just didn't think you'd let him boss you around like everyone else. I 
mean you are older than him, right?" 


She gawked at him. "Ok, first of all, Harrington: I don't let him boss 
me around, and two: my relationship with my brother is none of your 
business." 


"Yeah, you say that, but I've seen you let him tell you what to do like 
it's nothing." 


"Why do you even care?" she snapped. 
"I don't, but..." 
She looked at him expectantly. "But what?" 


His face dropped into a blank expression. He shook his head. 
"Nothing," he muttered, a hand flinging up and falling back to his 
side with a pat. "Forget it." 


"Can I go now?" 


He only nodded, walking off in the direction of the high school with 
a frown on his face. 


Rowen paid no mind to it, rolling up the window before putting the 
Camaro in reverse, pulling out of the parking lot. 


Little did she know that while she drove off, Tommy H. leaned 
against the hood of his car, watching them both leave. The jock 
smirked, stuffing his hands in his pockets before heading in the same 
direction as Harrington went. Hargrove was gonna get some valuable 
information later. 


10. Play Basketball, Not My Sister 


Billy Hargrove didn't do relationships; an obvious statement to 
anyone who knew him. 


He didn't do the "exclusive one-on-one" thing that involved changing 
and molding your schedules to fit each other's lives, didn't do the 
planning, the continuous dating, being pinned to one person and one 
person only. It was a routine people fell victim to and, more 
importantly, it wasn't interesting. But aside from the obvious 
hormone-fueled jocks that trailed behind him, he seemed to be the 
only one who saw it like that. 


The attention that the girls of Hawkins High gave him was 
undeniably fulfilling, but most of them failed to separate one from 
the other. 


Not every guy was a Steve Harrington; giving you attention, flirting, 
then promising to love you for the rest of your days. Billy was the 
furthest if not the exact opposite of that type. He preferred a fling 
over a commitment any day, and never followed a girl around like a 
lost puppy. 


Something the big-haired lover boy failed to avoid with Wheeler, he 
thought. 


Besides, promising yourself to one person for who knows how long 
sounded tiring. He wasn't ashamed to show how it bored him. He 
didn't care for it, but his disinterest only seemed to make him more 
appealing, especially to girls like Tina and Carol. It was like they 
couldn't get a clue. Their conversations would always fall back on the 
repeated questions like You wanna come over tonight? or Why don't we 
just ditch and hang out again? Whether or not he felt like giving into it 
depended on the day, but it never changed the fact that Billy was 
tired of them. 


And if he was being honest, keeping girls at arm's length was also 
tiring. Keeping everyone wrapped around his finger while making 
sure he didn't get himself in a situation he didn't want to be in was 
almost like a chore. An easy chore, he thought, but still a chore. 


It proved to be easy to handle, though. The kids in Hawkins were 
infatuated with anyone (or anything) new and were more than 
willing to give Billy their undivided attention. Stealing the spot of 
"Keg-King" from Harrington was one of the easiest things he had ever 
done since being dragged to Hawkins, and on top of that, he barely 
put in an effort to snatch it. After that, everything was practically 
handed to him on a silver platter. 


So why did his new day-to-day feel like a chore? Because he was 
undeniably, agonizingly annoyed. The people in this school were easy 
to please. Easy to manipulate to do what he wanted. But God were 
they nosey. Anyone who was anyone in this town was constantly 
walking on eggshells to keep their name from being spat on. One 
wrong move, one drunken mistake, and you were ruined for good. It 
was petty. It was typical . . . but it was also easy. The minute Billy 
stepped through those doors, he had no trouble keeping the girls 
under his arms and the guys following his lead. And no one ever 
made it hard, because no one dared to try. It was a victory for him. 


Or at least until Rowen suddenly came into the picture. 


Now, for unanticipated reasons, Billy was not only dealing with his 
own reputation but his sister's. And who did he have to thank for 
that? King Steve, of course. Catching the jock talking to her wasn't 
something he could let slide by and keeping Harrington in his place 
was a given, now that Billy was quickly taking his title as "King of 
Hawkins High". But, contrary to what he expected, the situation got 
under his skin; for reasons that made sense, but still... not what he 
expected. Seeing guys approach his sister was uncomfortable no 
matter where their relationship was at the time, but in that moment, 
Billy felt inarguably angry. And he didn't know what to do with it. At 
first, he felt like giving Harrington a good punch to the face just to 
see how funny it would look when he toppled over. But the look that 
he knew would appear on Rowen's face; it made him keep his fists at 
his sides. Besides, by the time he came up to them, people were 
already staring. It didn't need to become anything more than that. 


Contrary to the frustration he felt bubbling up in his chest, he didn't 
feel like making a scene at the end of the day. So he didn't. A glare 
and warning was what he gave, and were usually all that was needed 
anyhow, but after the weekend passed and his boots trudged through 


the high school once more, he found Rowen's name was suddenly in 
everyone's mouths. Not only that, but he also came to find that he 
and Harrington were in a supposed rivalry. Initially, hearing the later 
made sense; he was the former King and Billy was the newcomer who 
snatched that glory away. 


But to hear that his sister was now somehow in the mix? Because of 
him? 


Bad move Harrington. The memory of it made him grumble under his 
breath. Billy failed to see why Hawkins High found him so interesting 
in the first place. He found the big-haired teen boring beyond belief. 
The guy displayed the stereotypical "jock with a heart" persona and 
dated a girl that was even more boring. 


Or well . . . used to date, anyway. Billy could spot the end of it 
coming from a mile away after the unintentionally public exchange 
between the couple on Halloween night. Hearing about their breakup 
the day after was nothing short of what he expected. 


Taking his place was simple, therefore Billy figured Harrington 
wouldn't be much to deal with, but now Rowen was being dragged 
into things. Whether or not it was intentional didn't matter. What 
mattered was the fact that it happened, and it was all Harrington's 
fault that she was now being talked about throughout the school. 


Needless to say, Billy was angrier than what was considered 
customary for him and while everyone else seemed to understand his 
reaction, he was still frustrated. 


Rowen's social life was one thing. Usually, whoever she was friends 
with would end up hanging around him somehow, and whoever he 
was friends with would trail over to her. It went both ways, therefore 
they both had something of a care for who the other spent their time 
with. Relationships, however, were another story. Billy could care 
less what Rowen's love life entailed. He didn't want to know anything 
about it; just like she didn't want to know anything about his; as 
siblings, they had that mutual respect, or rather disgust and desire to 
avoid anything that involved hearing about what the other did. That 
was definitely an image that neither of them wanted to be etched 
into their subconscious. 


But, even with this genuine disgust, like any brother who had a 
remotely good relationship with their sister... Billy got protective. He 
could still remember how he spent the near entirety of Tina's 
Halloween party clenching his fist at the sight of Tommy inching 
towards Rowen. He tensed at how the guy stood close to her, talking, 
laughing, touching. It made him sick. It made him want to storm up to 
the jock and throw a punch at his grinning, freckled face. He never 
did, though. Just like he never punched the guy who whistled at her 
like she was a tramp. Just like he never punched Harrington for 
coming up to her. He should've. But the thought of the fights he had 
in California, the thought of causing an outbreak which would 
ultimately lead to his dad's fury . . it made him hold back. Left him to 
snap at his big sister the same way he would snap at Max. 


He didn't want it to happen that way. He didn't want to make her 
cower back into the passenger seat of his car; an action so opposite of 
who she was. But he didn't exactly have any other options, either. 


The state that he caught her in when she came home Friday night 
only made it worse. 


He was the last person she could fool when she was upset, nevermind 
keep family issues from. But when he made her show him her arm 
that night, giving him a clear view of the bruise forming just below 
her hand, he wished he'd never yanked her into his room. Seeing the 
green blotches around her wrist only made the anger he bottled up 
over the week begin to spill out. And the weekend? Well, that was 
spent letting it out in one of the only ways he could. 


Monday was rather similar to the weekend, but now- two days later - 
he found that his pissy mood and the urge to give someone a much- 
deserved shove down the stairs had begun to fizzle away. 


Until Tommy came up to him with what was probably the widest grin 
he'd ever seen. 


"Guess who I caught trying to talk to your sister after you left." was 
all he needed to hear to send him right back to the frustration he'd 
gotten out of his system mere hours ago. 


Harrington was lucky to have not been in his first period, or second 


period.. the entirety of the day until they trudged down to the gym 
for PE, really. The time the guys around him spent anticipating what 
would go down he spent replaying a memory he didn't have: 
imagining what Harrington could've said to Rowen. Tommy was too 
far away to hear either of them speak, but he'd caught enough. He 
told Billy that she looked upset; a little pissed off, even. Thank God, 
were the words that came to mind when he heard this. Putting up 
with Harrington was enough to deal with alone, nevermind having 
his sister taking a liking to him. 


That answered one question, but now he had to deal with the 
problem that was staring him in the face. For good. 


The entirety of his time in the gym was spent taking out his newly 
risen frustrations out on the group he played against; which just so 
happened to include Harrington and his bigger-than-life head of hair. 
Basketball was as easy for Billy as it was for a kid to ride a bike once 
they grasped the concept. He never lost the skill he gained from 
weeks of games on the courts in California and was more than willing 
to show off. Harrington was left collapsing onto the gymnasium floor 
multiple times— courtesy of Billy —leaving the rest of their class to 
laugh at the former 'King' as the game went along. 


If the California native was honest, he knew he didn't have to be 
angry to leave the brunette in the dust. But Harrington was still 
oblivious. 


Won't be for much longer. 


Soon enough third period was over. Both senior and junior guys 
crowded into the locker room, a few changing right back into their 
regular clothes despite being sweaty while most of them practically 
ran through the showers. 


Tommy reached Harrington first, walking under the showerhead to 
the left of him. 


"I never realized you took break-ups so hard, Harrington." he said, 
"That split with Wheeler's affecting your game." 


He was ignored. 


"Coach might bench you for good if you keep playing like that." Billy 
butt in, standing at Harrington's right. 


He was also ignored, leaving the water from the showers as the only 
sound to fill their ears. 


"One minute you're good and the next, you fall on your ass every 
other second 'cause she decided to run off with Jonathan." 


Now Tommy had Harrington's attention. 


"Can't really call it a coincidence anymore after five days," he 
smirked. "But hey, King Steve always gets back on his feet, right?" 


Tommy took his leave with a grin stretched wide; one less 
showerhead running. 


Billy's gaze followed him until he disappeared, trailing back over to 
Harrington once he was gone. 


"What'd I tell you?" 


Steve scoffed, dragging his hands down his face. "You gonna give me 
dating advice now too, Hargrove?" 


"I don't give a shit about your crumbling relationship with Wheeler. 
I'm talking about my sister," he told him, "I told you to stay away 
from her." 


"The hell are you talking about," Steve muttered. "I've been leaving 
her alone." 


"Really?" Billy's brow raised. "Because Tommy told me that he caught 
you coming up to my car this morning. He saw you talking to her, 
said she looked pissed." His tone lowered with every word. 


Billy reached over, turning off the showers they stood under. "You'd 
like to tell me why?" 


Steve paused from scrubbing through his hair as the water stopped, 
shifting his gaze towards him. "Look, she dropped a notebook in the 
parking lot on Friday. All I did was give it back." 


Billy leaned his hand against the knob, unconvinced. "So you didn't 
say anything that could've pushed her the wrong way?" 


"If anything it was probably you that pissed her off seeing as you boss 
her around so much." Steve snapped, jerking the water back on. 


A laugh erupted from Billy's chest. "You've got a little fire in there 
today, don't you?" He chaffed. 


He leaned back on his foot, letting silence come over them for a 
moment before turning his shower on. "Since you're so keen on being 
in the middle of our business, you should know I don't boss her 
around," Billy told him. "She just knows when to stay out of things. 
Plus, she knows the difference between douchebag brothers and 
douchebag strangers." 


He turned his gaze away, running his hands through his hair. 
"Besides, no one's ever tried to tell my sister what to do." 


Bily rubbed at his nose before shutting his shower off again. 


"So what's the point of this little interrogation of yours, huh? R'you 
gonna threaten me this time?" 


Steve's questions made him smirk. "Course not," Billy told him. "All 
I'm saying is . . you don't leave her alone," he reached for the towel 
behind him before throwing a glare towards the jock, "and it'll be 
more than your title that's damaged." 


He slapped Harrington on the back, leaving him to deal with what 
was said. 


2. 


The telephone on her (and Flo's) desk rang for the fifth time in the 
past hour. Rowen plucked it up from its base, bringing the piece to 
her ear. 


"Hawkins Police Department; this is Rowen." 


Her eyes closed briefly once she heard the voice greet her on the 
other end. "Hi, Mrs. Byers." She greeted back in a cheery tone. Again. 


"Has Hopper come in yet?" 


"No, he still hasn't." She paused, rubbing her forehead with her 
fingers. "Now that I think about it, he left in a rush so he never 
actually told me when he'll be back." 


She could hear the older woman groan from her end. "Ok, well if you 
could tell him to call me the minute he gets back I would really appreciate 
it." 


"I will. Don't worry." Rowen assured. "I said I would the last three 
times you called." 


Another groan. "You did; you're right. I'm sorry." 


Rowen smiled at her apology. "It's ok." She paused writing down a 
reminder for Hopper on a sticky note. "And if he comes back in a rush 
I'll sticky note it to his head. Then he definitely won't forget." 


They both laughed. 

"What did you say your name was again?" 
"It's Rowen." 

"Rowen, ok. Well, thank you, Rowen." 
"Of course." 


Once Mrs. Byers bid her goodbye, she hung up the phone. Rowen 
highly considered slapping the sticky note in front of her onto 
Hopper's forehead like she said she would. According to Powell, he 
was staying out of the office a lot more than usual, which to her 
wasn't strange . . but she was curious as to what was suddenly 
grabbing at his attention all the time. It kept him from answering 
calls that the guys couldn't get to, leaving her with complaining 
adults on the other end of her telephone and complaints from her 
own mouth when he would finally show up. 


And she'd only been working there for three days now. 


For some reason, it felt a lot longer than that. Rowen found herself 


growing oddly comfortable working there, being there, being around 
the people there. She barely knew any of them and yet they were 
treating her like someone they've seen for years . . or at least 
someone they just knew. They made her feel like she had been at the 
police station for a long time. 


Yet that was exactly why she felt uncomfortable too. Uncomfortable 
because she didn't want to feel that way. She didn't want to grow 
comfortable with Hawkins, or even the idea of it, not when she and 
her brother made a promise. They told each other they would go 
back home together the second they could and that's exactly what she 
intended to do. Reminding Billy of it when she came home after 
"tutoring" was the one and only time she saw her brother look 
hopeful, dare she say in a better mood. She wanted to see that 
brighter expression on his face stay longer, and California was what 
would guarantee it. 


So, as far as Rowen was concerned, she wasn't going to let herself get 
caught in whatever pull Hawkins had on its residents. She missed 
home too much to let it happen, anyway. 


"How's the day been treatin' ya, Rowen?" 


She looked up to see Powell trail over to his desk with a coffee cup in 
hand. 


"Fine, I guess." Rowen sighed through her nose, leaning her head into 
the palm of her hand. "Mrs. Byers called again." 


He chuckled. "Joyce still callin' about Hopper, huh?" 


"Mhm," she nodded, eventually knitting her brows together. "Why 
does she always insist that she speak with him?" 


Powell hummed, plopping into his chair. "Well, I'd like to think it's 
because they go way back. They were," he shrugged, "high school 
sweethearts, to say the least." 


Rowen smiled. "That would explain a lot." 


"Mhm," his smile fell back into a line, "but I think it's cuz of that kid 
of hers." 


She gave him a quizzical look. "His name is Will, right?" 
He nodded. 


"My step-sister's friend told her about when he disappeared," she told 
him, folding her forearms on top of her desk. "The kids at their school 
call him 'Zombie Boy' because his family had a funeral for him and 
everything before they found him." 


Powell nodded once more. "Yup." 


"But he disappeared for a week. Why would you have a funeral so 
soon?" 


"Well... we found another body in the quarry that looked a lot like 
the kid. Hopper figured out it wasn't Will after the fact but," he shook 
his head, "it freaked people out. For a moment we really thought he 
was dead." 


Rowen's gaze dropped to the floor in front of her. There was another 
kid found dead. It wasn't Will, thankfully, but still, someone's kid was 
dead and it sent shivers down her spine. She'd heard of deaths 
reported through the radio, but never from people around her. It was 
never that close. But now that she was in Hawkins, she suddenly 
found herself in the middle of it all. 


"Has anything like that ever happened before?" 
"Nope. Last year was the first, an' hopefully the last." 


She nodded idly, trailing her gaze over to the notebook that sat on 
the right end of her desk. Her hand rested on top of the black cover, 
grabbing at the edge. For a moment, she thought she had written 
something like that before. She was tempted to write it down.. but 
she pulled her hand away. There's no way I'm using a kid's traumatic 
past for a story idea, she told herself. 


Then her gaze trailed up to the clock. 


"Shit," Rowen saw the long hand point to seven past three. "Shit. Shit. 
Shit— I gotta go." She practically leaped from her desk, taking the 
sticky note with her as she walked towards Powell's desk. 


"If Hopper comes back before I do, give him this the second he gets 
in." She handed the green note to him. "The second." She pointed. "If 
he ignores you, slap it on his forehead and tell him I told you to do 
that because I told Mrs. Byers I would. I'll be back." 


3. 


She didn't see Billy when she arrived at their usual spot, nor did she 
see Max. For a moment it made her think they might've lost track of 
time too, but the second she shut the driver's door of her brother's 
Camaro, he appeared. 


Billy bit at the cigarette hanging from his mouth. "Thanks for 
showing up, finally." 


Rowen threw a glare his way. 


"I had to pretend like I wanted to hang around Tommy and Carol for 
a solid ten minutes just so I wouldn't look like an idiot." 


"Oh, I'm so sorry." She clutched at her chest, faking pain. "I feel so 
bad that you had to go through those ten long minutes of torture." 


Billy rolled his eyes. "Where's the little shit." He asked impatiently. 
"How should I know? I just got here." 


"Well if she's late too then it's gonna be a hell of a ride back home." 
He grumbled. Rowen tossed him the keys, ready to open the 
passenger door until she heard the roll of a skateboard inch closer to 
them. 


Max was just nearing the car after Billy slid into the driver's seat. 
"You just narrowly missed the death sentence," 


The redhead smirked. "What's he pissed about this time?" She 
muttered, coming closer so Rowen could hear her question. 


Rowen shook her head. "I don't even wanna know." She mumbled, 
letting Max climb into the back before sliding into the passenger seat. 


The second she closed the door, Billy cranked the engine, speeding 
out of the parking lot. 


The tune of Foreigner's ‘Juke Box Hero' encompassed them for a 
portion of the drive. 


Until, "Why was Harrington talking to you this morning?" A cloud of 
smoke escaped his mouth afterward. 


Now it was Rowen's turn to roll her eyes. She reached down to the 
floorboard, picking up one of two notebooks at her feet. "I left this on 
the back of the car on Friday." She answered plainly. "It fell off. He 
saw it. So he came to give it back." 


Billy briefly lifted his hand from the steering wheel. "So it didn't cross 
his mind that he could give it to me instead of you?" His question was 
rhetorical yet Rowen found herself answering anyway. 


"Well, you kind of threatened him, so I understand why he'd want to 
avoid you." 


He scoffed. "I tell him to stay away from you and he does the 
opposite— do people hear what you say backwards around here or 
something?" 


"I'm pretty sure it's just ‘cause it came from you." 
"What?" 


Rowen pressed her lips together. "I hate to break it to ya lil brother, 
but you're kinda intimidating." She glanced over at him, faking 
sadness. 


All three of them were well aware of how intimidating he could be. 


"The person who makes the threat is usually avoided too, anyway." 
She explained, turning her gaze back to the road. "He didn't wanna 
keep my notebook but he didn't wanna give it back when you were 
there." Rowen shrugged. "So he had to compromise, I guess." 


Billy clenched his jaw, adjusting his grip on the wheel. "Was that all 
he did?" 


"Yup." 
"You sure?" 


"Why are you so curious?" She asked, giving him a quizzical look. "He 
gave me my notebook back and left; that was it." 


"Because Tommy saw him talking to you," Billy explained, taking a 
drag of the short cigarette between his fingers. "He said you looked 
upset when you left." 


Her brow raised. "Tommy saw me? Really?" She laughed, 
unconvinced. "He 'saw' me? Or do you have him watching me now?" 


"I do not have him watching you." 


Rowen scoffed, slouching back into her seat. "I can't believe you." She 
mumbled. 


"Hey, I can't help it if he decides to hang around his car to see what's 
going on just so he can tell me later and earn some kind of respect," 
Billy rolled down his window, tossing the stub of his cigarette away. 
"He isn't getting it either way, but." He shrugged. 


"Still, the fact that your friends are watching me every time I show up 
at the school? That's crossing a line, Billy." 


"He's not my friend." He argued. "Just some asshole jock that goes 
from one 'King' to the next so he can stay in the popular crowd." Billy 
paused, laughing under his breath. "Not like it'll do anything for him." 


"Well can you tell him to stop?" 
Billy sat silent for a moment. 


"Ya know, I don't really feel like it." He shook his head. "It's nice to 
have someone else keep an eye on Harrington for me, actually." 


"Oh, so it's Harrington that he's keeping an eye on, hm?" 


Billy 'mhm-ed' as they stopped by the curb in front of their house. 


Rowen scoffed once more, sliding out of the passenger seat before 
Max climbed out. "Ok, sure," Once the redhead was out, she slammed 
the passenger door closed. "Tommy will keep watching Harrington for 
you and I'll just keep pretending like I don't notice." 


She caught the keys he tossed as he walked around to the sidewalk, 
passing her. "Good," Billy muttered. 


"You're a complete dumbass if you think I'll let him get away with 
that." 


Billy turned around, walking backwards so he could look at her. "I 
don't care what the hell you do," his hands extended out, "Beat his ass 
if he crosses a line- but stay away from Harrington." 


"You don't think I've been trying to already?" 


"I mean it, Ro!" He called back. "The guy's just trying to find someone 
to rebound with after Wheeler dumped him." 


"What the hell are you talking about?" 


"Nancy Wheeler; she dumped him," Billy explained as he climbed up 
the porch. "She ran off with that Byers kid, Jonathan. Harrington 
hasn't been taking it well. That's why I told him to stay away." 


Rowen's brows knitted together. "So, what, you think that's why he 
was trying to talk to me?" 


"Yup." 


She blinked, silent and watching as Max walked inside and Billy 
stayed on the porch, watching her. 


She grabbed the car door, opening it. "I don't have to tutor Dustin 
tonight so I'll be back before dinner." 


Billy nodded his head, walking inside. 


11. Pollywogs and Pinky Promises (Part 1) 


A THUD and roar of a car engine left her to wake in a daze. 


With the lack of her alarm clock ringing, she thought it was the 
weekend, no calendar on her wall to tell her otherwise. She felt an 
urge to bury her face into her pillow, pull the blanket over her head 
and mute out Billy's obnoxiously loud music which inched through 
the walls of their house. 


But wait... why is Billy blaring his music on a Saturday morning? 


She uncovered her head, blinking the sleep from her eyes, looking 
around the room. Max's bed was empty and the corner she left her 
skateboard in was bare. 


Shit. It's not Saturday. 


Rowen cursed under her breath. The eighteen-year-old almost leaped 
from her bed, attempting to stay on her feet as she tried to free 
herself from the blanket that she was previously wrapped in. She 
kicked at it vigorously, eventually ripping it away from her foot. 
When she burst out of her room, sure enough, the faint sound of 
Billy's Camaro could be heard. Rowen ran through the house, making 
a b-line for the front door before yanking it open. 


She just barely caught the familiar blue of his car before it 
disappeared far down the road, leaving her to slow her pace as she 
came closer to the curb. Her siblings were gone. 


"Asshole!" 


Rowen shouted her frustration to an empty street, ignoring the fact 
that Billy wouldn't hear her. She groaned, trudging back up the front 
steps of their house. The door slammed shut and her hair was raked 
through harshly. She was pacing; only becoming more annoyed when 
she remembered that there was no other way for her to get to the 
police station unless she was willing to walk a long distance. Her 
gaze trailed around the walls of the living room until it landed on a 
clock. 8:15. 


She had to be there in fifteen minutes; no way would she make it in 
time. Great. The last few days had been a huge improvement; arriving 
early, managing to find her way there without a map, but of course, 
Billy decided to be impatient and leave without her, breaking that 
record she kept to herself. 


The call she knew she had to make was something she was 
progressively dreading with every second that passed. It wasn't 
something she should've dreaded. It was silly, really. But despite her 
failure to grasp directions along with the many other things she 
seemingly failed to do, Rowen was very much a perfectionist. Her 
school attendance wasn't listed in that category, obviously, nor was 
the ability to understand winding roads that confused her in every 
which way, but when it mattered to her: she tried. She really did, and 
she didn't want to mess it up, even if the situation was a small bump 
that was realistically her brother's fault. 


The guys would understand, though. she told herself. 


Powell and Callahan were the two she saw the most during her time 
there and they gave a plentiful amount of slack. If she was being 
more accurate, actually, they were pretty lazy, but they also did their 
best to make her feel good about what she was doing the same way 
Flo had done. 

So, she picked up the phone, dialing the number to the station. 

It rang once... then twice... then three times. 

No answer. 

Fourth ring... fifth ring... 

"C'mon you lazy butts- answer," she mumbled. 

Sixth ring. 

"Hawkins Police Department." 


"Callahan, hey. It's Rowen-" 


"Hey Rowen," His voice was muffled by food. "Why 're you callin’ the 


main phone? Aren't you supposed to be working today?" 


Rowen shifted her weight back and forth on her feet. "Yeah," she 
breathed, "about that. You know how I always leave at three to pick 
up my siblings, then come back?" 


She heard a "mhm" on the other end. 


"I don't have my own car, so my brother and I share his." she 
continued, beginning to rub her eyes. "but he decided to be a 
douchebag this morning and leave without me, so, I have no way of 
getting to the station." 


"Sheesh. I'm sorry about that. I would offer to come and get ya but me an' 
Powell gotta head out first thing." 


"You're fine. Don't worry about it." 
"TU call Flo and let Chief know you can't come in today." 
"Ok," she sighed. "Thanks." 


The line went dead. Rowen plopped their phone back onto its stand 
with a huff. Looks like she was stuck at the house. 


It wasn't an entirely terrible turn of events if she was being honest; 
any time she could use to work on her stories was much appreciated. 
Right now, though, that didn't make her all too happy. 


Ever since Halloween, everything she was writing was stuck at a 
roadblock; unfinished in some way. She didn't know how to fix it and 
it was beginning to grow irritating. Nothing was complete in her pile 
of journals. Stories were either given up on or put aside because she 
didn't know how to continue. 


And right now, it was staring her in the face: a pile of black 
notebooks sitting in the corner of her room, collecting dust at the 
bottom; morphing into one big, ominous stack. The only journal that 
lied free of this intimidating pile was her Halloween story; the one 
Harrington gave back to her. She was so close to losing it last week, 
and yet the fear of that didn't even hit her. Of course, she had 
wondered where it went, but she felt passive over the possibility that 


it was gone. It wasn't her favorite story, nor was it her best in her 
opinion. She despised it to the point where she considered tossing it . 
. but she never did. When it first disappeared, Max thought she had, 
which led to an unnecessarily long conversation filled with Rowen's 
attempts to convince her she didn't. 


To some extent, she was thankful that Harrington gave it back to her 
because it freed her of Max's questions. The redhead would've guilt- 
tripped her for days if it never showed up, she had no doubt about 
that. Rowen somewhat expected herself to throw it away the day 
before. But, when she got home and threw her bag to the side, it 
stayed there from that point til now. She no longer felt like she 
wanted to toss it . . which kind of pushed her to grab it. 


After changing out of the shorts and baggy shirt she dubbed as her 
pajamas, she reached for the long strap of her very old, very worn 
shoulder bag and plucked the journal from the inside. It hung loosely 
from her hand as she walked back out into the hall, trailing to the 
kitchen. She made herself breakfast with what she could find, 
eventually settling for oatmeal. Her brother hated it but she would 
always make some for Max and herself on weekend mornings. 


Within a few minutes, she was lazily eating from her bowl, reading 
through the pages and pages of scribbled handwriting. 


"You have to tell me what you saw, sweetheart." her mother pleaded. "We 
want to help you, Maddy, please. Tell me what you saw." 


"I don't know," Maddy mumbled. 


Her mother sighed, glancing down at her hands. "Well, can you try to 
describe it?" she asked, giving her daughter a hopeful look. "What did it 
look like?" 


Maddy stayed silent for a moment, but eventually, opened her mouth. "I. . 
. I'm not sure, I. . . everything happened too quickly." She paused; her 
gaze glued to the chair in front of her. Her brows drew together. "I-I don't 
know, it was like a shadow. . . but it felt like it was there. . . really, 
actually there in front of me," Maddy's bottom lip began to quiver. "It was 
coming for me." She whimpered. 


"Why was it coming for you?" 


Images of the night before flashed through her mind, keeping her silent. 
Maddy struggled to answer, turning her gaze up to her mother. "I. . ." She 
shook her head, "I don't know." She cried, letting her head lean onto her 
mother's chest. "It just kept coming closer and I didn't know what to do. I 
felt frozen." 


Rowen stopped there, resting her finger just under the last sentence. 
Frozen. She almost felt that way when she heard a shriek come from 
Dustin's room. The way her skin crawled that night was eerily similar 
to what she described in this chapter; almost as if she was writing her 
own thoughts. Only . . whatever the sound came from didn't come for 
her. In fact, she was about to come for it. She wondered what she 
would've seen if Dustin hadn't shown up . . if she had pried open the 
door that kept her shielded from whatever it was she heard. 


She set her bowl down, resting her elbow on the counter as she 
leaned her chin in the palm of her hand. Her finger trailed under the 
sentence once more as the paragraph was read over and over again 
until she could analyze it no further. That was where the story 
stopped entirely, leaving a blank page on the other side. She hadn't 
been sure where to go from there. The conversation between mom 
and daughter could continue, but ultimately, Rowen knew her 
character had to make a decision. Weirdly, she remembered that 
Dustin's story for school was going in a similar direction. She 
remembered what he told her as well. 


Something small that made strange noises... strange noises. She 
wondered. 


2. 
HONK! 


Rowen looked up towards the entrance which led into their living 
room, closing her notebook in the process. 


HONK! 


It came again. She moved away from the kitchen counter, passing 


through the house until she came to the front door, jerking it open. 
Her eyes narrowed. "Hopper?" 


There, right at the curb of the street, sat the Chief's tan and white 
SUV; the obnoxious engine humming loud enough for her to hear 
where she stood. Hopper sat inside with the window rolled down, 
leaning his arm against the edge. He smiled. "Hey, California." 


She huffed at the nickname before furrowing her brow. "What're you 
doing here?" 


"I'm here to pick you up," he stated. "Callahan caught me on the radio 
‘bout ten minutes ago." 


She looked at him quizzically, taking a step back inside to find the 
clock. 


9:23. 


She rolled her eyes, realizing she'd been mindlessly staring down at 
her notebook for over an hour. 


"You comin'?" he called out, making her look back towards the car. 
"Oh- yeah, one second." 


Rowen temporarily retreated back into the house, quickly searching 
for her bag, then snatching the journal she sat on the kitchen counter. 
Once her jacket was on, she grabbed her key and locked the front 
door, making her way down the walkway. 


Hopper reached across the seat to get the passenger door, pushing it 
open before she could grab at the handle. 


"You didn't have to do this, you know." 


He drew his brows together as she pulled the door shut. "And leave 
my best employee to sit at home? No way." 


She threw a quizzical look his way. "I've been working at the station 
for four days." 


He chuckled. "That should give you your answer, then." 
"So you're saying I'm better than Flo?" 


His mouth opened, then closed. Then, "Ok, my second best employee," 
he pointed, pulling away from the curb. 


They cruised down the street in somewhat comfortable silence for a 
few minutes. Once they reached the end of the neighborhood, Hopper 
reached towards the radio. He let a low hum of music break the 
quiet, glancing in Rowen's direction as he did. 


Once he turned his head her way though, he immediately wished he 
hadn't. The bruise on her left wrist was still there, peaking out from 
under her jacket sleeve in a shade of green shifting to purple. It was 
sheer, small, but it was still there, and it reminded him of the 
thoughts that swirled threw his head that night; that possibility that 
made him offer her a job in the first place. His gaze lingered on it 
again before he pressed his foot against the break, draping his hand 
over the steering wheel as they came to a halt at the now red light. 


"Does it still hurt?" 


For a moment Rowen didn't respond, pushing him to glance back at 
her. She looked caught off guard, tugging at her shirt sleeve to cover 
the area just below her hand. It wasn't like it'd do anything to get her 
out of the situation, though. He had already seen it twice. 


It was silent between them until she sighed through her nose. "Not 
much. I should've watched where I placed my hand, though. My 
stepsister slammed the car door on me when I went to grab my bag. I 
wasn't even paying attention" She breathed out a laugh. "I'm just 
clumsy, I guess." 


His gaze kept on the road. "Clumsy, huh?" 
No response came. 
Then the light turned green, and they drove in another short silence. 


"Listen," He began, shifting in his seat. "I don't wanna pry into your 
personal life. That's the last thing I wanna do, really." He told her, 


spinning the steering wheel to turn left. "But I know you can't get a 
bruise that wraps all the way around your wrist by slamming a car 
door on it." 


Rowen knew her excuse wasn't exactly the best; clearly, because he 
didn't buy it. She mentally cursed, beginning to fiddle with her sleeve 
again. 


"I know you don't know me that well. Hell, we've only known each 
other for a couple of days but.." He paused, pressing his lips together, 
"if anything like that happens again, I want you to know you can call 
me, alright?" 


She glanced over to him. 
"You can call me," he repeated. 


Hopper glimpsed towards her once more, noting how her eyes fell 
onto her wrist and her back pressed firmly against the seat. He 
looked back towards the road. "You don't trust me." 


"No!" she exclaimed, "No, it's not that, it's just.." she trailed off, mouth 
opening, then closing, "when my brother turns eighteen, we plan on 
leaving as soon as possible." 


His interest peeked. "Where're you gonna go?" 
"Back home." 

"California?" 

"Mhm." 

His brows drew together. "So what's the problem?" 


"Well, it's not you if that's what you were worrying about," she told 
him, earning a smile. She began to chew at her bottom lip. "I don't 
know, I just... I don't wanna make friends while I'm here only to leave 
right after." 


"Isn't your brother that kid with the Camaro?" he asked. Geez, even 
Hopper knows who he is. 


Rowen nodded. 
"He's definitely making friends." 
She huffed. "He's not friends with any of them, believe me." 


He chuckled. "What, does he have some kind of ‘better than thou' 
personality?" 


"Pretty much," she told him, "He doesn't get attached to people 
either." 


Hopper sat in thought for a moment. 
"But you think you might." 


She said nothing, leaning her elbow against the window while 
leaning her head on her hand. 


Then, "I get it." 
She gave him a puzzled look. "What?" 


Hopper shrugged. "Leaving friends is hard. I get why you wouldn't 
want to make any when you don't plan to be here for that long." 


She smirked. "That makes me sound like an ass, doesn't it?" 


He chuckled. "No. Making friends is what makes leaving difficult. If it 
wasn't, then what's the point of those sad scenes where a character 
moves away at the end of a movie?" 


Silence. 
"Even if I'm not your friend, you can still call me, ok?" 


Rowen's head found its way back to her seat. Then, "I didn't expect 
my boss to care about my well being." 


He lifted his hand off the steering wheel. "Well, I'm Chief of Police 
too. Lookin' out for all you kids around here is kind of my job." 


"Really?" she mused. 


He hesitated, mouth falling open as he took a right turn. "Nah, not 
really," he admitted, earning a laugh from her. "But recently I've felt 
like I should." 


"Why just recently?" 
"No one's ever the same person they used to be, right?" 


Nothing was said after that, leaving them with a few minutes of quiet 
before they reached the station. Rowen made sure that her wrist was 
covered before she stepped out of the car. 


Hopper slammed his door shut. 


"Hey," he caught her attention as she climbed out. "Do you know how 
to shoot?" 


The flick of his lighter answered before she could. 
"Why?" 


He shrugged, inhaling before taking the cigarette away from his 
mouth. "Well, setting aside the amount of time you're gonna be here; 
it'd be good for you to know how to." 


Her eyes narrowed. "Does Hawkins have a dark side I should know 
about?" Rowen was amused by the idea of the town being anything 
but dull and somewhat superficial. 


Hopper held the door open for her. "Just think it's better to know 
versus not know." 


She stuffed her hands in her jean pockets, tossing his offer back and 
forth in her mind. Then, "Yeah," she nodded. "I'd be up for it." 


Her agreement made him smile. 
"Where would we go for that though?" 


"There's a shooting range past downtown," he told her, coat shrugged 
off. "Behind Neary and O'Dell's farms in the woods." 


Rowen's bag was plopped into the chair as she skimmed over the 
three sticky notes now stuck to the center of the desk she shared with 
Flo; all with poorly written scribbles she had to look over multiple 
times until she could read them properly. Hopper immediately told 
her not to bother to worry over any of them, saying they were 
complaints that weren't important enough to waste gas. So, she 
answered them on the phone. A few quick calls and they were done, 
and she was left to the rest of her day. 


But after fifty minutes of sitting around, she began to wish those calls 
had been more important than they were. She was left to scribble in 
her notebook, trailing her hand over the same paragraph she looked 
over a few hours ago. 


3. 
Max didn't like abandoning her stepsister. 


Hell, she didn't like anything that left her alone with her stepbrother; 
even if it was just their usual ride to school. Initially, she wanted to 
argue about leaving without her, make Billy wait or at least distract 
him long enough for Rowen to wake up. But she didn't. He was 
already mad enough as it is and, for once, she knew exactly why. She 
heard every bit of 'why' across the hall the night before until a door 
slam signaled the end of it. 


Rowen got home late, and the fact that Billy wouldn't come out of his 
room made her anxious. She barely slept; that much was clear when 
Max woke up before she did. The redhead didn't want to wake her, 
even if riding alone with Billy wasn't something she wanted to do. So, 
she set that inconvenience aside, taking the note on the fridge with 
the police station's phone number on it and stuffing it in her bookbag. 


Choosing to go without Rowen wasn't a spontaneous decision. Billy 
made it very clear that if she wasn't ready when he was that he'd 
leave her to find another way to get to wherever she needed to go. 
That was before she got a job, but even after the fact, he never 
moved to change that 'rule' of his. So, just in case, Rowen wrote 
down the number to the station. If the time ever came, she told Max 
to call when they got home. 


It wasn't exactly necessary, but if she ever found another way to get 
to work, then she wanted to know that her stepsister got home. If she 
didn't, well, then she would come pick the thirteen-year-old up. Max 
assumed that she would show up in a police car, maybe decked out in 
gear or something that made her look cool. 


She shook her head at the thought, though. Rowen answered phones, 
that was it. 


And she wouldn't have the chance to pick her up anyhow. Max 
intended to get out on time. It turned into a challenge over the past 
few days; a way to prove to Billy she could do something right, or at 
least keep him from scoffing in her direction for once. Saying she 
annoyed him was an understatement. She wasn't really sure why; 
whether it was her constant attitude towards him or getting to the car 
late after school. Nevertheless, anything and everything she did: it 
annoyed him. She was sure that even her breathing made him roll his 
eyes. 


It wasn't a completely one-sided thing, though. Max would 
immediately agree that the feeling was mutual if she ever got the 
chance to say so. But Rowen made it bearable for the both of them. 
She was like a buffer between the two, especially when Billy's 
familiar angry mood would bubble up. 


It was no mystery that he would yell at Max often, insult her, blame 
her for things even if they weren't her fault. But he wouldn't do it 
when Rowen was there. When Rowen was there he'd leave her alone, 
because unlike him, the older Hargrove got along with their new 
sibling. 


Rowen was the only thing Max liked about her mom's marriage. She 
didn't like Neil. She definitely didn't like Billy. But Rowen was nice, or 
at least tried to be. She had her moments when she mirrored Billy 
more than anyone. They were siblings, after all; she had a temper just 
like he did. But she was still nice. If her brother and her dad where 
even the smallest bit, Max didn't see it. Susan tried to, other people 
didn't care, and if Rowen knew something they didn't, she never said. 
Which was why Max was thankful it was her that Dustin met, not 
Billy. And Neil, well, that would've been a whole other story. 


Max knew her stepdad was the greater of two evils. It wasn't hard to 
figure that out. Countless nights of sneaking into Rowen's room when 
Neil would have one of his outbursts, or times when he was just 
blatantly angry and took it out on his equally angry son. She rarely 
saw it but she always heard it, and it made her grateful that she 
shared a room with her stepsister now. Because not only did it make 
her question why her mom thought divorcing her dad for this guy was 
the best idea, or make her scared, but it proved to be more than 
enough to make her realize just what she walked into; what kind of 
family she had now. This was her family. She had to live around it, 
live with it, tuck it away from other people. 


There were parts of it that made her anxious and smaller parts that 
made her happy, but right now she was just angry. Angry like her 
stepsiblings. She was angry for them, angry at them, angry at the 
town they were stuck in, angry at the stepdad that dragged them 
there. And right now, that was all directed on Billy and the fact that 
he said she'd have to skate home; a statement that debunked her goal 
to prove him wrong. She knew she could try and beat him to his car 
after school- and in all honesty, she really wanted to try -but home 
wasn't where he planned on going. 


Basically, Max was stuck. 


Or at least until she saw a payphone on the other side of the school 
ground. 


Her half-eaten peanut butter sandwich was dropped back into the 
paper bag it came from before her eyes began to scan the yard for 
one of the guys. She saw Mike first. Her face scrunched up. No, not 
him, she thought. Mike didn't exactly like her so asking him for 
money probably wasn't a great idea. Will was right beside him, but 
he also wasn't the best choice. He was really quiet; shy. They barely 
said two words to each other— mainly because she never tried to — 
but still. 


Her options were lessening, down to Stalker and Dustin. Lucas was 
nowhere to be seen, oddly, so Dustin it would be. 


"Hey, Dustin," she called out, catching his attention. "Do you have a 
quarter? I need to call my stepsister." 


His grin flattered as she approached the trio. "Uhh," he dug through 
his pockets, "Nope. Guys, you got any quarters?" 


They began to search through their own pockets. Mike came up with 
nothing. Will was the same after digging through his jacket. 


Then, "Wait-" he bent down to his backpack, unzipping the front 
pocket. Soon enough a quarter was handed to her. "Here." 


"Thanks." 


She threw a small smile his way before running back to her 
backpack, pulling out the yellow note with Rowen's handwriting in 
the middle. Once Max reached the payphone she slid the quarter in 
and dialed the number in her hand. 


"Hawkins Police Department." 
"Hey, it's Max." 
"Hey." 


Max paused, staring at the payphone in confusion. Rowen's tone 
sounded sour. "Are you ok?" 


"Yeah," 
"You don't sound fine-" 
"Max, I'm fine, seriously. I'm just tired." 


Max shut her mouth. She shifted from one foot to the other, fiddling 
with the hem of her jacket. "Sorry about this morning." 


"It's not a big deal." 


"Yeah, but I could've got him to wait longer... distract him or 
something." 


"Could you?" She didn't believe her. 


Max didn't believe her own words either. "No," she admitted, "He was 
already starting to yell when I went to get my board." She shook her 


head. "Wait— how'd you even get to the station?" 
"Hopper picked me up," 

"Hopper?" 

"Yeah, he's the Chief of police." 


"Wait- really?" Max was suddenly gleaming. "Did he show up in a 
cool police car or something?" 


"Max." 
"Where the sirens going?" 

"Max!" 

Rowen's impatient tone snapped her out of it. "What?" 
"I have to work. Why'd you call me?" 


"Right, sorry," she apologized. "Billy's leaving me here to go out with 
some girl after school so I wanted to ask if you could pick me up 
later." 


A muffled grumble came from the other end. "I can try to, yeah, but I 
couldn't take you home. I'd have to go get you and come right back, so 
you'd be hanging out with me until I'm done working." 


"It's better than being stuck at home." 
"Ok. I'll come when I can." 
"Ok, see ya." 


The phone was hung back in its place and Max was soon walking 
back to where the guys still stood; Lucas still nowhere to be seen. 


"Didn't you tell us AV club at lunch?" Her question was directed 
towards Dustin. 


"Yup." 


"Then where's Lucas?" 
He grumbled. "Who the hell knows." 


"We should just go ahead and go inside," Mike spoke up. "Lucas can 
meet us there." 


"But all of us need to be here. This is super important." 


"Dustin, we've been doing AV club for how long now? If he shows up, 
he'll know where to find us." Mike paused, slinging his backpack 
across his shoulder. "It's no big deal, c'mon." 


They began to walk back towards the school. Dustin, however, didn't 
move. 


"Dustin, c'mon. Lunch is almost over." Will tried to sway him. "We 
gotta go." 


With a groan, Dustin eventually gave in, trudging behind his friends 
as they climbed the stairs. Their feet echoed down the halls like a 
small stampede, being some of the few if not the only kids who were 
inside at the moment. It carried on as the sole sound as they twisted 
and turned around corners and past classrooms until they came to a 
closed door; one familiar to all but Max. 


Once it clicked open, they all began to pile into the room. 
Until, "Guys!" 


Lucas' voice startled them back into the hall, all eyes on him as he 
suddenly appeared. 


"Well, well, look who finally decided to show up!" Dustin placed his 
hands on his hips. "You know how much valuable time we wasted 
waiting on you?" 


"Valuable time?" Lucas looked at him in disbelief. "What's so 
important that you call lunch valuable time?" 


"Guys c'mon, we don't have time to argue just go." Mike ushered the 
two inside with the rest right behind, shutting the door once 


everyone circled around the table. His attention fell back to Dustin. 
"Now, what did you want to show us?" 


Dustin grinned, placing his backpack on the floor before pulling out a 
piece of his Halloween costume. The 'trap' that he carried with him 
during trick-or-treating was placed onto the table. Then he opened it. 


Never in her life had Max seen anything like what they were now 
staring down at. 


"His name is Dartanian." 


"Where did you find him?" she asked, watching as he picked the tiny 
creature up in his hand. 


"He was in my trash, foraging for food." Dustin's gaze trailed up to 
her. "You wanna hold him?" 


Max's eyes widened. "No-" 
Too late. 
"He doesn't bite don't worry." 


"No no no, I don't wanna hold him." but Dustin was already handing 
him over to her. 


Max cringed at the feeling of the creature in her hands. "Oh God, he's 
slimy!" And now she was passing it over to Lucas. 


"Ew— he's like a living booger!" 


Then Will was holding him, then Mike. Only Mike didn't cringe once 
Dartanian was in his hands. He held him up. "What is he?" 


"My question exactly." Dustin grinned. 


He immediately pulled out a set of books, explaining the process he 
went through trying to discover what Dartanion, or now 'Dart', was. 
The little guy was neither a pollywog nor reptile, so what could he've 
possibly been? To put it simply: Dustin found a new species. A weird, 
noisy, slimy little species. It looked harmless, but if there was one 


thing Max knew for sure, she wouldn't be holding it again. There's a 
difference between being scared of something and being grossed out 
by it; she was the later. 


Lucas led the group out as they left the room, back into the now 
crowded halls. "We've gotta show it to Mr. Clark." 


"No way!" Dustin argued. "He'll steal my discovery." 
"He's not gonna steal your discovery." 
Mike's comment was ignored. 


"Ya know, I'm thinking about calling it Dustonious Pollywogus." He 
turned to look at Max. "What d'you think?" 


She smiled. "I think you're an idiot." 
"We'll meet in Mr. Clark's class after school to show him, ok?" 


Dustin grumbled. "Fine. But if he even hints at the idea of stealing my 
discovery-" 


"He's not gonna steal it!" 


Max, Will, and Lucas were left in a fit of laughter, amused by the two 
annoyed faces. Nevertheless, they all agreed to Mike's plan. Three 
o'clock. 


12. Pollywogs and Pinky Promises (Part 2) 


Voice after complaining voice was what the entire afternoon beheld. 
Whether it was someone calling (and complaining) about a missing 
bike or reporting a rat infestation, Callahan and Powell asking her 
where they needed to go, or Hopper moaning and groaning about the 
coffee being all gone, she was there for it all. Their normally slow 
afternoon turned on its head, upside down and crazy, into a near 
madhouse, and her patience was wearing thin. 


Flo told her it was normal. A rush of calls- whether big or small - 
would usually come in after school or early in the morning. This time 
though, almost all of them were complaints, and because the guys 
knew almost everyone in this town, they weren't dealt with happily, 
rather like arguments between grumpy neighbors. There weren't 
many policemen in Hawkins to begin with, which was why Hopper 
dealt with a lot of it himself, but Rowen had to deal with listening, 
biting back her tongue, writing down a report no matter how rude 
the person was or how crazy it might've been. To put it simply, 
nothing was dealt with happily and over the course of the day, her 
once 'ok' mood began to tumble downhill until she was left begging 
for a break. Her mind was screaming at her. 


But the calls kept on coming and now she was trying to get out the 
door so Max wouldn't be left at school. 


"No," Hopper shook his head. "The phone is ringing off the hook. I 
need you here right now." 


"Hopper, c'mon. I won't be gone for that long," 


"I can't let you take a police car by yourself. You're not a cop," he 
pressed, the pair of them walking quickly, impatiently. Rowen 
reached the coat rack first, turning to face him. 


"TIl go get my stepsister and come right back. I'll be gone for-..." her 
hands waved around, "ten minutes at the most." 


He gave her a look, unconvinced by the time estimate. 


Impatient, she returned his look in equal measure, continuing, "I'm 
not letting her skate down the road alone for half an hour. She 
doesn't even have a key to get into the house!" 


Silence. 
"Please," she begged. 
More silence. 


Powell and Callahan came in, the later disappearing to the back room 
while the former plopped behind his desk. 


Then, Hopper sighed. "Ya know what," he swiped his coat from the 
rack, rummaging through his pocket until he pulled out a set of keys. 
"Take my car." They were tossed to her. 


She caught them, twirling the metal around in her hand. 
"T'll take the cop car," he added. 
"Isn't your SUV technically a police car too?" 


"Technically. It isn't an actual police car. You can drive it without 
people looking at you like you're insane." 


Insane? She huffed, "I think you're being a little overdramatic." 


His chin tilted down. "I dunno how things worked in California, but 
around here, an eighteen-year-old driving a police car isn't normal." 


A ring from her desk interrupted whatever quip that was beginning to 
cross her mind. She left Hopper to look for his hat, moving to answer 
the jittering phone. "Hawkins Police Department, this is Rowen." 


"What the hell did you do to my car?!" her brother's voice yelled into 
her ear. 


She flinched. "Ow! Eardrums!" 


"I don't give a shit about your hearing," Billy hissed. "What did you do to 
my car?!" 


"What're you talking about?" 
"It overheated in the middle of the goddamn road." 
"Billy, I don't have time to talk right now-" 


But he kept going, rambling out, "I had to pull over to the side and now 
it won't even start. What the hell do you do to it last night?" 


"I didn't do anything to your stupid car!" she snapped, fed up with his 
rambling. Of all the times, she had to deal with his pissy attitude 
now. 


"Well, you were the last person who had it before me, so either I have a 
ghost or you did something to mess it up." 


"Ha ha," she was the farthest from amused. "It was fine when I was 
driving it. I didn't do anything to it." 


"Then explain to me why I'm stuck at a payphone with a broken-down car 
and a pissed off date." 


"You probably did something to it this morning. Ya know? When you 
left me at home," she spat. 


She could hear him scoff. "Don't give me that shit." 


"Uh, no. I think I will," she retorted. "Why the hell are you calling 
here anyway? Call for a tow truck or something." 


"I already did. It's gonna take them forever to get here. Get one of your 
police buddies to help us out." 


'My police buddies?’ she mouthed, an incredulous look now across 
her face. 


"Ro!" 
"I'm not getting 'one of my police buddies' to help you out." 
"You will if you don't wanna get ratted out." he threatened. 


"Huh, really?" she stood straight, challenging, "Ok then. If you rat me 


out then I will tell dad how you left our stepsister at school so you 
could go on a date." 


The line went silent for a moment. 
"No, you won't." 


"Yeah, I won't. And you won't either because we both know what 
would happen." 


Silence. 


She groaned. "Look: I don't care who the hell you have with you right 
now. I'm not going out of my way to help you just so your ego's 
saved. Now if you'll excuse me, I have to go pick up the stepsister you 
abandoned." 


The phone was hung up with a slam before she could fall victim to 
more of his angry rambling. 


Hopper never left his place near the coat rack. "Was that the 'better 
than thou' brother?" he asked, securing the fedora hat onto his head. 


She gave him a look as if saying 'no shit', sighing loudly, "And now I 
gotta go get my 'sassier than thou' stepsister." 


His brow raised, watching as she began to head for the front door. 


"Woah, woah, woah, hold up," he pointed to the pile of police coats 
once she turned around. "Take one of these. You're gonna freeze out 
there with that jacket of yours." 


"TIl be fine," she shrugged. 


"You were shaking when you got into my car this morning. I'd say 
otherwise," he waved her over, moving past as they switched places. 


She grumbled, trudging over to the sea of coats. Rowen didn't exactly 
want to take someone else's coat, knowing it would either one: smell, 
or two: piss the owner off if they discovered it was gone. Personally, 
she was concerned about the smell, but she was also on a timetable, 
too, so she sucked it up. Dreading of weird smells cast aside. 


She settled on a coat with a familiar name across the front, only 
finding out that the sleeves were too long when she shrugged it on 
(as was the entire coat, really). She unbuttoned the ends, rolling them 


up. 
"Callahan, I'm taking your coat!" she yelled to the back room. 


Her hands were stuffed into the pockets as she headed for the front 
door, a feeling of metal in one making her halt before she could push 
the door open. She pulled out a pair of aviators. "And your 
sunglasses!" she added, racing out of the station before he could 
protest. 


The door to Hopper's SUV was pulled open before she climbed in, 
slamming it shut harder than intended, keys rammed into the ignition 
before she could think twice about it. Suddenly the radio blared, and 
she was welcomed by the lyrics 'you don't mess around with Jim’; 
something that would have normally made her laugh but was only 
annoying her now. 


Her gaze trailed to the watch on her wrist. 3:15. Shit. She was already 
late and it made her foot pressed down on the gas, propelling the car 
fast down the streets. 


Kids were still walking along the side of the road towards their 
homes, which made her mentally relax, knowing Max wouldn't be the 
only one there, but the strain she felt center onto her temples still 
came out on top. She wasn't sure if it was because of the people she 
spoke to and the complaints that she had to deal with, Billy's 
unwanted outburst over the phone, if it was because she was 
technically speeding in a police car, or if it was all of those options 
rolled into one. 


But if one thing was for sure, it was that she wished she wasn't 
having this day. 


People were either yelling at her or yelling near her all day and she 
wanted to be done; left to lock herself in her room for a couple of 
days, maybe. A little dramatic of her, sure, but she didn't care. 


When the middle school came into view she parked the SUV with a 


jolt, climbing out hurriedly, stuffing the keys in one pocket and her 
still slightly-bruised wrist in the other. The parking lot was nearly 
free of cars when she got there, the same way the area around the 
back entrance was free of kids. Rowen shut the door of Hopper's SUV 
before leaning against the side, placing her hand on her forehead. 
She felt a headache creeping up. 


She pushed her feet forward, a groan escaped her lips, the pounding 
now in her head very much unwanted. She forced herself along 
anyway, moving at a pace that had been a little too fast for what- or 
who -she almost ran into, making her nearly fall on the concrete once 
a head of dark curls came into her peripheral vision. 


She gasped, as did the girl in front of her, both stumbling back in 
opposite directions. 


A girl about Max's age stood still with her mouth hung open, staring 
at Rowen with wide eyes, almost like she got caught in an act. Rowen 
almost thought her face was frozen in that expression up until her 
attention trailed over to the SUV next to them. 


Rowen followed her gaze before trailing her own back to her. "You 
ok?" 


The girl's gaze jerked back to her. She looked lost, dazed, even, 
nodding vigorously. 


"Are you waiting for your parents?" 


She didn't know what to ask besides what any normal adult would. 
The girl was at school, alone, wide-eyed, and didn't talk (so far), 
which made her go straight to the most likely reason, but a shake of 
the head debunked that thought. Rowen felt out of place, weirdly 
worried despite her rush to find Max and leave. Never in her life had 
she met a thirteen-year-old- or at least a girl she assumed was 
thirteen -who was so quiet and not waiting for someone to pick her 
up. She was at a school. 


The silence between them left the girl to look over to the SUV once 
again. "That's Hopper's truck." 


Rowen's brow raised. "Uh, yeah," she confirmed the statement. "Do 
you know him?" 


"Where is he?" 


She stared at the younger girl for a moment, wondering, but still 
answering, "He's at the Merril farm, I think. He's working." 


The girl's gaze trailed back over to her, mouth opening. "Do you 
know him?" She was hesitant. 


"Yeah, I work for him." 


"Don't tell him I was here." The cautious expression on her face 
suddenly shifted into a pleading one. 


"Why not?" 
"He'll... he'll be mad." 


Rowen stayed silent, the wheels turning in her head. Hopper never 
mentioned having a daughter, she thought, Maybe she's his niece? 
Friend's daughter? Something? 


"Are you guys family?" Rowen asked. 


"He.." she paused, brows knitting together as she thought, "looks after 
me." 


Rowen began to understand. "And that's why you don't want me to 
tell him?" 


The girl nodded, looking down at her shoes; shoes which seemed just 
a little too big. Rowen fiddled with the keys which now sat in her 
hands, pressing her lips in a thin line. That feeling of worry panged in 
her stomach again even though the girl looked fine. She wasn't 
breathing heavily, she didn't have any bruises or cuts. She was 
nervous, but only that nervousness that Rowen recognized and used 
to feel herself. 


There was still a lot she didn't know, and frankly wondered if she 
should know, but the girl looked alright. She was in one piece... and 


Hawkins wasn't dangerous, right? 


"How about this: I'll promise not to tell him if you pinky promise me 
that you'll get home safe." 


The girl's brows drew together. "Pinky promise?" 
"You don't know what a pinky promise is?" 
She shook her head. 


What thirteen-year-old didn't know what a pinky promise was? Rowen 
tangled with her words. "It's like.." she paused, biting her bottom lip, 
"a really important promise." She held her pinky up. "You wrap your 
pinkies around each other and swear you'll never tell whatever it is 
you promise not to. Like a pact." 


"A pact?" 
"Yeah, like an agreement." 
"Like friends don't lie?" 


A small smile crept onto Rowen's face. "Yeah," she nodded, holding 
her pinky up again. "Now, will you pinky promise me?" 


The girl stared down at her hand, hesitating. 
"I won't bite, I promise," Rowen assured her. 


A hint of a smile came across the girl's lips. She nodded, walking 
forward slowly, and smaller pinky wrapped around Rowens. "Pinky 
promise." 


"My lips are sealed, then," Rowen stepped aside. 


A small smile twitched onto the girl's lips, and she did move 
eventually, clunking away in the boots that just barely stayed on her 
feet. But when she came to the road, she stopped to turn back 
around, raising her hand to give a small wave as she neared the road; 
one which Rowen returned before looking away and towards the 
school. 


At the moment, there was no one there but them. She expected a 
couple of high schoolers to show up eventually, given a handful of 
cars were still sprawled out behind her, but there was no one near 
the middle school. If anyone else was inside, there was no sign of it. 
Rowen didn't want to jump to conclusions and think that Max was 
sitting somewhere in the school all alone. For one, that was the least 
Max thing to do, but after she turned her gaze away from the girl 
who she just introduced the concept of pinky-promising too, she felt 
an abrupt chill crept up her back. 


It made her turn back around, wanting to confirm that the girl was 
still walking away; that someone creeper didn't show up and kidnap 
her or anything. 


Huh... The girl was gone. 


She knew that her thought was more likely impossible than possible. 
Rowen tended to overthink things when her surroundings got too 
quiet, nevermind when she ran into a kid that was there one minute 
and gone the next. Still, she really hoped that a super sneaky 
kidnapper didn't show up while she had her back turned. She 
surveyed the woods that lied to the left of the school, looking for a 
head of dark curls and oversized wool coat. She saw nothing; nothing 
but the high school building, a scarce number of cars, and dead 
foliage among trees that were beginning to lose their leaves. 


"WILL!" 

A yell broke her out of her confusion. Dustin? 

"Will!" 

She heard another yell, this time recognizing her stepsister's voice. 


"Max!" she called back, walking towards the school. One of the 
double doors were yanked open once she reached the blue exterior, 
coming into a white-walled entryway. She began to walk down one 
of the halls, listening for footsteps or another voice to shout out. 


"Max!" she called out again. 


Nothing. Her eyes rolled dramatically. 


She didn't have time for this. 
"MAX!" she tried again, louder. 


Footsteps suddenly trudged down one of the halls, revealing both her 
stepsister and Dustin. 


"Rowen?" 


She looked between the two. "What's going on? I heard you guys 
yelling from outside." 


"We're looking for my friend," Dustin told her. 
"Yeah, I could hear that, but why were you shouting?" 


"Well, see, I brought my-..." he paused, hesitating. "pet, to school. I let 
him out so they could see him but Mike didn't like it and scared him 
off." 


"Your pet?" If he meant Mews, she had some questions. 


Max and Dustin shared a look. "My lizard," Dustin explained. "Ya 
know, the one you heard at my house?" 


The one that makes the weird noises. "Yeah, I remember," Rowen shook 
her head impatiently. "What does this have to do with Will?" 


"Will radioed us and said he found him in the bathroom, so we went 
to meet him there," Max intervened, "but when we got there, he was 
gone. Now we can't find either of them." 


"You can help us find him, c'mon." Dustin waved her along, going 
back the way he came. 


She looked over to Max, but the redhead just followed his lead. 
"Hey- guys!" 
Nothing. 


Rowen groaned, following the two thirteen-year-olds. 


"Max, we don't have time for this! I need to get back to the station." 
"It'll only take a few minutes!" 
"How do you know that?" 


"Because we've already walked around half the school and Mike and 
Lucas looked through the other half," Dustin answered for her, 
turning the corner and shouting again, "Will!" 


"Where could he've possibly gone if he isn't in the school?" 


"Wouldn't we all like to know." Dustin flung his hands up in 
exasperation. "WILL!" 


They looked in every classroom they passed, every bathroom, every 
side room, but still, Will was nowhere to be found. According to 
Dustin, he could be pretty much anywhere on the grounds. He could 
be right under their noses for all they knew, hiding somewhere. He 
filled her in as they went. Turns out, this Will was the same Will 
Byers that disappeared. He was the son of Joyce Byers, the woman 
who called the station continuously, and the kid brother of one 
Jonathan Byers, the same guy she met on Halloween. 


Jesus, this really is one of those everyone-knows-everyone towns, she 
thought. 


With everything Will had dealt with and was still dealing with, he 
would often wander off. Sometimes far away from where he was 
originally. That didn't help with their situation, nor did it help with 
Rowen's impatience. 


"Dustin!" 

An older woman appeared as they rounded another corner. 
"Mrs. Byers?" 

"What's going on? Where's Will?" 


Dustin shrugged. "We don't know. We're still trying to find him." 


The worried look across her face only intensified. "I saw Hopper's car 
outside. Is he here too?" 


"Uh, no. I drove it here." Rowen answered, bringing the woman's 
attention onto her. "He let me borrow it so I could pick up my 
stepsister." 


Joyce's worry momentarily relaxed, twisting into curiosity. "Oh," she 
held up a finger. "Are you Rowen?" 


"Yeah," Rowen nodded. 


Then a door suddenly creaked open. Another boy came barreling 
inside, walkie talkie in hand. "The field!" was all he said before 
heading back in the direction he came. All four of them immediately 
followed; three worried and one wondering why she was still there. 
Rowen ran with them nevertheless, all the way out into the field until 
they came up to two other boys. 


"I just found him like this!" one said. "I think he's having another 
episode!" 


The boy who spoke had his hand on the other, and the other, well, he 
stood still; eyes closed and body unmoving like a statue. She assumed 
that was was Will. 


Joyce pushed past them, grabbing at her son's shoulders. "Will!" 
No response. 


She shook his shoulders, continuing to say his name. "Sweetie wake 
up! It's mom!" She cried. But his eyes stayed shut, moving rapidly. He 
wouldn't wake. The only response they received was the flutter of his 
eyelids. 


Rowen stared at Will and his mother, slightly bewildered but slightly 
more worried, and growing more so as every second passed. Did he 
always have episodes like this? 


"Will, wake up! Can you hear me?" Joyce didn't know what else to 
do. None of them did. 


"Will, please wake up!" She pleaded. "Wake up! It's mom!" 


Still, nothing. But Joyce kept trying, saying his name, telling him she 
was there. 


"It's me!" 


Everyone held their breath, watching as she begged, pleaded for him 
to wake up; snap out of it. Nothing happened. No one moved. 


Until Will suddenly jolted. 


Rowen forgot about the watch on her wrist, gasping as if she had 
been holding her breath, much like Max and the boys around them. 


Will took in a deep breath, eyes flashing open as if he'd awoken from 
a nightmare. "Will!" His mother let out a sigh of relief, pulling him 
into a hug before stepping back to check if he was alright. 


"Is he ok?" Rowen asked. 
No one answered her; no one said a thing, actually. 


Joyce placed a comforting hand on her son's back, guiding him back 
to the school. The boys followed, then Dustin, Max, until she 
followed too. What just happened? 


Once they were inside, the family of two disappeared and Rowen was 
left with the rest of the kids. 


"Oh, guys, this is Rowen by the way," Dustin told them, turning 
towards her. His hand gestured towards his friends who resorted to 
awkward smiles and waves. "Rowen this is Mike and Lucas." 


She barely acknowledged them, turning her gaze to two thirteen- 
year-olds trailing awkwardly to the right of her as she inched closer 
and closer to the front door. Rowen had heard Dustin mention his 
friends before, sometimes in a good way, other times not so much. 
She knew she'd probably run into them sooner or later... but if there 
was a last way she expected it to happen, it would be this. 


Not only was she feeling an urge to drag Max by her hand and leave 


that school behind, but her brain was boggled by what she just 
witnessed, and now she was growing ever so close to an outburst that 
would more or less be thrown at clueless kids. She felt ready to storm 
out of there so she could get back to work and get that done so she 
could storm out of there. 


Sure, she was worried for Will's well being. She had never seen 
anything like his 'episodes' before, not even in the slightest. What he 
went through, what she saw? It made her uneasy, anxious. She 
wanted to get away from it... but at the same time, she couldn't help 
but want to know that he was okay for some unknown reason she 
couldn't grasp from the back of her head, where it rested, out of her 
reach. 


But she didn't have time to worry, so her hands were stuffed back 
into her pockets. "Max, we need to go," she muttered. "I told Hopper 
I'd come right back." 


Max bit at her bottom lip, nodding. "Ok." 
"We'll walk with you." 


She craned her neck around to see Lucas had offered. Rowen didn't 
move to object, letting the boys follow them to the back entrance of 
the school. Joyce and Will appeared from around a corner, meeting 
them as they all walked through the double doors. 


She moved to trail down the steps, but before she could get too far a 
hand grabbed at the arm of her coat. The pull made her turn to face 
Joyce, a now weary expression along the mother's face. 


"Hey," her voice was softer than before, almost as tired as she looked. 
"Could I ask you a favor?" 


Rowen pushed a strand of hair away from her face, asking, "Yeah, 
what is it?" 


"Could you tell Hopper to stop by my house tomorrow? He already 
knows our address, so you don't have to worry about that. Just," her 
gaze tore away from Rowen to check on her son. Will returned the 
gesture, giving her an assuring nod before climbing into their car. 


She then turned back to Rowen, drawing in a breath, "just make sure 
he doesn't forget. I really need to talk to him." 


Rowen stood silent for a moment, giving the mother a once over 
before nodding, "Of course, yeah. I'll tell him when I get back to the 
station." 


Joyce smiled, squeezing her arm lightly. "Thank you." 


Once she glided down the stairs with her son, Rowen and Max 
followed suit, heading to the right while the family of two headed to 
the left. 


The rest of the boys stayed back on the steps. 
"Two episodes in two days." 

"It's getting worse." 

She could hear them mutter amongst themselves. 


"You think it's true sight?" Lucas' question made Rowen turn her head 
back. True sight? Max looked back their way as well, neither saying 
anything, continuing forward. 


Contrary to the expression on her face, Max had wanted to ask a 
million questions, starting with something along the lines of 'what the 
hell was that?', but she knew just what kind of mood her stepsister 
was in right now, so she held her curiosity back. 


Rowen, looked down at her watch, grumbling. "Hopper's gonna kill 
me." 


Max threw her a look. "I thought you said he was nice?" 


"Yeah, he is. But I promised I'd come straight here and straight back. 
It's already 3:48 so I'd say we're not exactly doing that." 


A hand ran through her hair frustratedly before she began searching 
for Hopper's keys. She found Callahan's aviators first, hooking them 
on the collar of her shirt, then pulled out what she was looking for. 
The keys dangled loudly as she picked up her pace, pushing Max to 


go from a lackadaisical walk to one that matched her stepsister's 
pace. 


Rowen breathed out heavily, happy to go back to what she was doing 
so she could get it done. Get it done and leave. 


"Hey, Hargrove!" 


But of course, as it usually did, her peace disappeared too soon. She 
groaned, recognizing the voice of the last person she wanted to see 
and the only person she expected to interrupt her the way he did: 
Steve Harrington. 


Her head tilted back so her glare pointed up to the sky. He was 
making a routine out of this. Steve jogged up to the pair in his gym 
clothes with a duffle-bag slung over his shoulder, forehead lined with 
sweat. Rowen was clenching her fists inside the pockets they were 
stuffed into. 


Beating him before he could say a word, she asked, "Do threats and 
the words 'you really shouldn't be talking to me’ mean nothing to 
you?" 


Steve blinked. "Do you know how to greet people normally?" he 
retorted. 


She ignored his question. "What the hell do you want?" 


"Why do I always have to want something?" he asked in mock 
offense. "For all you know I could've just come here to say hi." 


Rowen surveyed him for a moment, holding her tongue. She shifted 
from one foot to the other, waiting, but he said nothing more, so she 
raised her brow. "Well?" 


"Well, what?" 


"I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt. Did you come to say hi or 
am I right?" 


"No, I-" he broke off, mouth hung open. "Ok, no. I didn't come to say 
hi." 


She wasn't surprised in the least. Rowen scoffed, beginning to head 
towards Hopper's car where Max stood waiting. 


"Hey, hold on!" Steve trailed after her. "I did come over for a reason. I 
wanted to talk." 


"I'm kinda on a timetable. I don't have time to listen." 
"Do you ever have time to listen, or is it just when I show up?" 
She spun around. "What's that supposed to mean?" 


Steve nearly stumbled over his feet when she suddenly stopped in her 
tracks. Composing himself, he huffed, "I mean, every time I try to talk 
to you, either your brother gets in my face or you suddenly won't 
give me the time of day." 


"Yeah, and?" 
"Did I do something to you?" 


She gave him a look. "I mean not directly, but you could say that, 
yeah." 


"Well what?" he pressed. "What did I do?" 

"For starters, you knocked me over." 

"Almost knocked you over," he corrected. 

"And stuck your nose in my business," she continued. 
"Hey-" 


"And questioned my relationship with my brother, which is also none 
of your business and kinda rude." 


"And is exactly why I came over here!" he burst. "I came to apologize 
for it." 


She stared at him for a moment, registering what she just heard. "Are 
you serious..." she muttered. 


"What?" 


"That's what you stopped me for? To apologize? Seriously? You just 
wasted time I could've spent driving back to my job!" 


Steve gawked at her. "I thought you wanted an apology?" 
"No, not really." she retorted. 


"Then why'd you go on listing everything I supposedly did to you?" 
he demanded. 


"Because you asked!" 

"I asked for a simple answer, not a guilt trip." 
"A simple answer's exactly what I gave you." 
He scoffed. "Didn't sound like it." 


Rowen glared at him, biting her cheek. "I would've been fine if you 
just left me alone, ya know-" at this her hand flew up, "If you just 
ignored me like all the other douchebags." 


"Douchebags?" he laughed under his breath. "What, you mean like 
your brother?" 


"Yup!" she answered simply, loudly. 


"I hate to break it to you, but not every guy is a Billy Hargrove. Some 
of us actually have manners." 


She breathed out a dry laugh, "Well, I hate to break it to you but not 
every girl cares about your so-called manners. Some of them would 
rather you leave them alone instead of pulling them into this whole 
rebound situation you're going through-" 


"Woah, woah, woah," he stopped her before she could say anything 
else. "Rebound situation? You think I was trying to hit on you?" 


Her brow rose, "Yeah? Why else would you keep coming up to me?" 


He stared at her, wheels turning, mouth falling open. Then he looked 


away. Steve laughed, dumbfounded. "You gotta be shitting me," he 
mumbled under his breath. "That's not what I was doing. Just talking: 
that's what I was doing." 


"You call that talking?" 


"No! I-... I wanted to talk to you. Actually talk. But every time I tried, 
it always backfired." 


"Why?" 


"I don't know, because you were... new! And," he tangled with his 
words, "you seemed cool. I thought you could use a friend." 


Rowen's mouth twitched into a smile, ironic and full of incredulity as 
she said, "Well, sorry to burst your nosey bubble, Harrington, but I 
don't. I just wanna be left alone." She didn't have time for this. Their 
conversation was wearing her out more than anything she had 
endured in the past 24 hours and it made her rub at her forehead 
roughly. 


"Then what the hell was that at the Halloween party? Ya know, all 
the talk and smiles and dancing with the guys that trail behind your 
brother?" he asked. Rowen's mouth twitched into a smile, ironic and 
full of incredulity. She walked away from him. But Steve followed 
again, asking again, "Hey- seriously, what was that?" 


More silence. 

"Were you faking it?" 

"Not exactly the word I would use." 
"So you were faking it," he concluded. 
"No!" 

"Then wha-" 


"Would you stop asking me questions?!" she burst, causing him to step 
back as she spun around for the second time. "You wanna know why 
I was the way I was at the Halloween party, hm? Really? I wanted to 


get drunk, that's why. And I was on my way there, too, but my 
brother beat me to it as per usual so I had to hide away in a sober 
corner so I could drive home without dying." 


"You wanted to get drunk," he echoed, thinking, growing confused. It 
explained nothing for him; every person at that party wanted to get 
drunk. 


"Yeah, I wanted to get drunk..." she nodded, "I didn't even want to 
talk to anybody but Billy pushed me out like some puppet ready to 
put on a show, so I had to..." 


A pause. 


"I didn't wanna talk at all, actually!" she laughed, her hands flinging 
out to her sides, limp and tired, "Just wanted to forget about how 
much I wanna go home, ya know?" her voice faltered with every 
word, making her forget about the stepsister behind her and the 
watch on her wrist, "But I mean, you wouldn't know, right? This is 
your home, you like it here. All any of you wanna do is talk and party 
and act like everything is great and everyone is friends when it's all 
just bullshit." 


She stared at him expectantly, eyes glossing over against her cold 
expression. She didn't regret saying it. A burden lifted, if anything, 
was what she felt, and she craved to feel it again. 


But Steve said nothing, and he broke their stare. 


Deprived and tired, Rowen let out a heavy breath; one which shook 
and came out weak. She had just dumped out all of her frustration 
and despite everything she dealt with today, it was what wore her 
out the most. It seemed keeping everything to herself gave her some 
form of energy she wasn't aware she had. It spilled out within 
seconds, suddenly gone and she was craving to have it again. But he 
wouldn't give it to her, wouldn't argue back, and now all she felt was 
tired. It was like a blanket enclosing over her, making her muscles 
ache and her head tense to the point to where all she wanted to do 
was sleep. But she couldn't sleep. 


Steve slung his duffle bag over his shoulder, nodding. "Bullshit," he 


mumbled. 


She caught his change in tone, no longer nosey, as if a light bulb lit 
over his head. 


"You get it now, Sunglasses?" her voice hitched. She walked away. 


Steve didn't follow her this time. He let her be, walking off in the 
opposite direction as she headed towards Hopper's car. She jerked the 
door open, climbing in roughly, then slamming it shut. Max followed 
suit, tossing her skateboard in the back before buckling her seatbelt. 
She couldn't help the worry that crossed over her face when she 
looked over to Rowen. 


The thirteen-year-old watched— or was forced to watch —the entire 
exchange and yet, she couldn't think of one thing to say. Her eyes 
were filled with concern, but she also knew exactly why Rowen 
lashed out the way she did. She was dealing with her own 
frustrations, being ignored for trying to make friends while her 
stepsister wanted to avoid it. They were on opposite sides, but the 
redhead still felt Rowen's anger. She wanted to go home and so did 
Max. 


13. i'm aliiiive ( please read ) 


oh hey, look at that. i lived. 


apologizes for letting this story die ! i completely lost muse and 
motivation for it after a new season of peaky blinders premiered, 
dragging my attention and simultaneously my muse right back to that 
world. admittedly my motivation to write for rowen died before that, 
but i got slapped in the face with muse out of nowhere today and feel 
like refreshing this story. 


i'm not rewriting the whole story, the current chapters are just being 
renewed. it won't affect the plot of story. 


thanks to everyone who has followed, favorited, and left reviews on 
this story. you guys are amazing. (": 


